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IN LIEU OF AN INTRODUCTION 


Answers Given by the Author 
in a Press Interview 


After three books about peace why have 
you again returned to the subject of war? 

That question is both easy and difficult 
to answer. Even now, after writing two 
long war stories and this full-length 
novel The Hot Snow, I feel I have still 
said very little about war.... Unless 1 
am suddenly overcome by some very dif- 
ferent ideas, my next book may also be 
about people at war, although | definitely 
don’t want to be regarded by the critics 
as purely a “war writer”. I am not par- 
ticularly interested in war in the narrow 
sense, in battle scenes as such. In fact, 
I am convinced that the writer's prime 
concern should be man in time and time 
in man. This is bound to involve a whole 
series of ethical and __ philosophical 
problems, problems of good and evil, 
though not treated abstractly. The writer 
has basically only one task—the socio- 
artistic study of man. His destiny. His 
life. His courage. His death. In my early 
war stories I tried to discover the typical 
features of someone of my own genera- 
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tion, a young officer, half grown-up, half boy, 
bearing arms. commanding other men, bearing 
responsibility for their lives af a very carly age. 
Vhe essential element tm the story Aréflery Sup 
port was responsibility, while Phe Last Shots was 
built round the problem of ood und evil. of love 
in war. These categorics can never be purely 
muilirary. They are eternal, human and always 
contemporary. [n other words, my main purpose 
in these stories was to get to the hottom of the 
moral problems facing my own generation, the 
people who had gone through the war. 

Even while I was still at the Literary Insti- 
tute, in a study group supervised by Konstantin 
Paustovsky, a wonderful author and teacher, I 
wauted to write a beok about Stalingrad. Not 
just because 1 hud taken part in the battle 
mysell, but mainly because this most violent 
collision in the whole war, its culminating point, 
offered scope for revealing the character of our 
people with the greatest mtensity. 

Tvery writer has his favourite moral problem, 
the one he keeps returning to all his lite. Mine 
is the problem of human courage. man’s ability 
to overcume his own doubts and fear. The daily, 
hourly effort of self-control that one has to make 
in war is, m fact. the essence of courage. A 
person who experiences none of the normal 
feelings of fear in the face of death is a patho- 
logical case and, as such, cannot really become 
a central Geure in realist art. Strange though iL 
may seem. [he imagination is actually sharpened 
at times of mortal danger. A man in this highly 
excited condition may die several deaths. Some- 
times this is what makes him a coward. But a 
person who is capable of mastering his fear can 
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go on performing everyday acts of courage. ‘Uhis 
ts what I regard as the principle of hervism. 
With regard to courage The [ot Snow is a 
bluod brother of my othcr war stovies.... 


So it fuss taken nearly thirty years for «a book 
you first conceived at the wistitute to materialise? 
Yes, The thing that finally yet it going was a 
meeting I had m 1965, when I was in Vienna 
at an International Conference of Novelists, 
After T had made my speech I was approached 
hy two Germans, one an cx-corporal, and the 
other an Oberleutnant. It transpired that they 
were bolh about my age and had both fought 
un Lhe same sector ax } in December 1942. In 
those days we had been shouting at cach other 
and hatred had ruled our fives, One of them 
said to me that neither the Germans nor the 
Russians should even attempt to remember the 
war now. The other gave a grim laugh and 
retorted. “I have a guilt complex.” To this the 
Grst replied, “Memory is a vicc.” And at that 
point T once again had the fecling of coming up 
against good and evil, just as in 1942, and I 
wanted to tackle that theme in a new novel. 


fn what way does The Hot Snow differ from your 
early war stories? 

It is a look al events from various anyles. 
through the eyes of people ou dillerent rungs of 
the military ladder who accordingly sce things 
from « different height and with a different 
breadth of vision, 

Vhe characters in the novel range from the 
Supreme Commander to the Jowest-rank in the 
battery. After my previous books, readers and 
critics may find it unusual for me to have a 


figure of the rank of General Bessonoy as anc 
of the characters. But T think the novel would 
lose a lot without Bessonoy. It would lose 
something very essential. Bessanoy is not just a 
figurehead indicating the scale of events. He is 
in command of a whole army. He has to answer 
for the lives of tens of thousands of men. He 
knows what casualtics are, how much blood will 
be shed. He knowa that not a single battle can 
he won without Iosses. Such a man must kecp 
himsclf under iron control, must be able to hide 
the depth of his feelings, This. too, is courage, 
a different courage from that of the rank-and- 
file bui no less sublime. Such courage also made 
a great contribution to victory. 

Lieutenant Kuznetsov in The Hot Snow is 
psychologically closely related to the heroes of 
my other war stories, though there are certain 
strong differences. The link between them is 
iy attempt to investigate the characters of 
people of my own generation 


Why are you so preoceupied with this moral 
categary of courage? 

I should like to allow myself a small digres- 
sion before replying to that question, The human 
memory, as we know, possesses Enormous cohcrey. 
built up through associations. A smal] push from 
outside is often sufficient to set off a whole train 
uf happenings and historical scenes. Memory 
can cxplain some things; it can be an instrament 
of redcavch. For some people memory is a 
scourge, a punishment, for others it stands for 
responsibility, People cannot stop themselves 
altogether from thinking, remembering and 
drawing general conclusions. The whole process 
of cognition begins from the past and cannot be 


disconnected or isolated from past events. T 
believe that Sholokhoy, Leonoy, Alexei Tolstoi 
and Bulgakoy were endowed with this kind of 
memory-responsibifity, memory-cognition when 
they wrote their major works. These were very 
decp delyings into the past and the discoveries 
thus made are always new. The time has come 
in our literature for a thorough investigation of 
the nineteen forties and fifties. We have accu- 
mulaled enormous experience of life cannected 
with this period and our study should embrace 
beth the heroic and the tragic, the courage and 
the character of the Soviet people. 


Chapter One 


Kuznetsov could not 
sleep. The clatter and banging from the roof of 
the van grew louder and louder asx the wind 
swept over it in snowy gusts and more and more 
snow piled against the small window faintly 
visible above the wooden bunk where he lay. 

Piercing the snowstorm with its wild screech, 
the engine pounded on across the night-envel- 
oped fields, through the white, shifting murk 
and, as he lay listening to this endless warning 
screech in the rumbling darkness of the van, 
mingled with the frozen shricking of the wheels 
and the worried sighs and mutterings of the 
sleeping soldiers, Kuznetsoy began to think he 
could alread’ see out there in the darkness, 
beyond the swirling snowflakes, the lurid glow 
of a city in flames. 

After the halt at Saratov everyone had real- 
ised that the division was being sent urgently to 
somewhere near Stalingrad, instead of — the 
western sector of the front, as had been rumoured 
earher. Now Kuznetsoy knew that the journey 
could last only a few more hours and, though 
he dug his cheek deep into the harsh, prickly 
collar of his greatcoat, which was damp from 
his own breath, he could not summon up enough 


warmth to make him slcep. Icy draughts were 
coming through invisible cracks in the snow- 
plastered window and playing on the bunks. 

So I wont be seeing mother for a Iong time 
now, he thought, hunching his shoulders against 
the cold. We're going in quite another direction. 

All that had made up his past Jife—the 
summicr months in the artillery school in hoi, 
dusty Aktynbinsk with its searing winds from 
the steppe, the stifled braying of the donkeys im 
the evening stillness on the outskirts. which was 
so punctual that the thirsty platoon commanders 
in charge of tactical exercises set their watches 
by it; the route marches in the bemusing heat. 
the tunics soaked in sweat and bleached white 
hy the sun, the gritty taste of sand; the Sunday 
patro? duties in town, in the municipal gardens, 
where a military hand playcd peaceably for 
dancing couples in the evenings; then the passing- 
out ceremony, the scramble out of bed one 
autumn night and being bundled into a train, 
the lowering forest wrapped in snow, the dug- 
outs of the transit camp at Tambov, then another 
hasty cntrainment in a frosty pink December 
dawn and the final departure—all that unstable, 
transient, robut-like life was far away in the 
past. And there was no hope of secing mother, 
although only recently he had been almost cer- 
tain that they would be sent westward, through 
Moscow. 

Til write to her. he thought with a sudden 
intense [celing of loneliness as he stared inte 
the darkness. I'll explain everything. We haven't 
seen each other for nine months now 

Everyone else was asleep amid this clanking 
and rumbling, this iron beoming of racing 
wheels. The whole van was creaking and swaying 
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and the upper bunks were shaking with the mad 
speed of the train. Chilled to the bone by the 
draughts fram the window, Kuznctsov turned 
back his collar and stared enviously at the com- 
mander of the second  plataon Lieutenant 
Davlatyan who was fast asleep heside him, his 
face invisible in the darkness of the bunks. 

No. I shall never get to sleep by this window. 
V1l be frozen to death before I even reach the 
front line, he fretted, and the frost-coated hoards 
creaked under him as he shifted about trying to 
find a more cumfortable position. 

Levering himself out of the frozen, prickly 
confinement of bis bunk. he jumped to the flear: 
his back was stiff with cold and he just had 
to have a warm by the stove. 

The fire had long since gonc out in the iren 
stove that stood hy the closed frostily gleaimng 
doors of the van; only a few embers glowed like 
a motionless red eye in the grate. But down 
here it scemed at Icast a little warmer. The 
purple glow of the embers cast a faint light on 
the new felt boots, mess-tins and pack- supported 
heads that poked out miscellaneously into the 
gangway between the bunks. Orderly Chibisov 
was asleep uncomfortably on one of the lower 
bunks, sprawling across somcene’s legs, his whole 
face buried in his collar, his hands tucked into 
his sleeves. 

“Chibisav!” Kuznetsov called, and opencd the 
door of the still slightly warm stove. “The fire‘s 
gonc out, Chibisov!™ 

There was no reply. 

“Orderly, do you hear mc?” 

Chibisov sat up in fright. his face bemused 
and crumpled with sleep, his cap pulled down 
low over his forehead with the carflaps ticd 
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tight under his chin. Almost before he had got 
his eyes open, he tried to push hack the cap 
and loasen the flaps. His voice was tremulous, 
bewildered. 

“What, have | heen asleep? Must have dropped 
right off Very sorry, Comrade Fieulcnant! 
Brr, and Vve got even more frozen while 1 was 
dozing!” 

“You'ye made the whole yan like an ice-hox 
with your dozing.” Kuznctsoy said sharply. 

“E didn’t imcan te. Comrade J.ieutenaut,” 
Chibisoy muttered. “It just caught me unawares 
like.” 

Without waiting for further instructions and 
trying to look as if he had not been aslecp at 
all, he seized a board, broke it across bis knee 
and started busily thrusting the picces into the 
stove, making an unnecessary show of activity 
with his shoulders and elbows and bending down 
to peer keenly into the grate, where the fire had 
begun fo show a few lazy signs of Hic; his face, 
already smeared with soot, expressed a conspira- 
torial servility. 

“PH soon make the place warm, Comrade 
Lieuwtenant! Well have it hot as a bath-house 
in no time! I know what it’s like to be cold 
myself! Chilled me to the marrow, this war has! 
Eyery little bene in my body....” 

Kuznetsoy squatted down by the open stove 
door. ‘Vhe orderly’s desperate efforts to please 
and this transparent allusion to his past struck 
him #s unpleasant. Chibisoy was in his platoon, 
He had spent scyeral months in a German 
prison camp cailicr in the war and ever synce 
joining the platoon had been ready to do any- 
thing for anyone, and this ovcreagerness evoked 
a teeling of guarded pity towards bim. 
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Chibisoy sat down on ane of the bunks, gent- 
ly, like a woman, and blinked bis stil] sleepy 
eyes. 

“So we're going to Stalingrad, Comrade 
icutenant? From the reperts it sounds ike a 
regular meat-grinder to me. Aren't vou afraid. 
Comrade Lieutenant?” 

“We'll see what kind of meat-grinder it is 
when we get therc.” Kuznetsov responded indit- 
ferently, staring into the fire. Whe fawning atten- 
tion on Chibisey's face embarrassed him, “Why? 
Are you afraid? Why do vou ask?” 

“Well it’s nothing to the kind of fear as 
there used to be,” Chibisov replied with affected 
cheerfulness. He sighed and placed his small 
hands on his koees, then began to talk in a 
confidential tone, as though trying to convince 
Kuznetsov of something. “After Pd been Nber~ 
ated our chaps decided to trust me, Comrade 
Licutenant. But I'd been a prisoner of the 
Germans for a whole three months, you know, 
like a puppy sitting in his own dirt. Still, they 
trusted me.... It’s a big war, this is. All kinds 
of people are fighting in it. You can’t trust 
everyone right away, can vou?” Chibisoy glanced 
cautiously at Kuznetsoy. The Heutenanst made 
no reply and pretended to be too busy getting 
warm hy the stove, intently clenching and un- 
clenching his fingers in front of the open door 
“You know how I was captured, Comrade Jicu- 
tenant? I've never told you betore, but | want 
to. It was near Vyuzma, The Germans drove us 
back into « gully, you sce, and when they'd got 
ug surrounded with their tanks and we hadn't 
any shells left. the commissar of the regiment 
jumps on the roof ol his yeep, pulls out a pistol 
and shouts, ‘Better death than a prisoner of the 
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fascist swing!’ and he shot himself through the 
temple. Even made the bloed spurt out of his 
head. And the Germans were coming al us from 
all sides, crushing people alive with their tanks. 
And then the colonel and one or two others. 

“What happened after that?  Kuznetsoy 
asked. 

“Y couldn’t shoot myself. They herded us_all 
together shouting “Hande hoch! aod marched us 
away.” 

“L see,” Kuznetsov remarked with a gravity 
which clearly implied that in Chibisow's place 
he would have acted quite differently. “So they 
told you to put your hands up, Chibisov, and 
you surrendered at once? You stil! had your ritle, 
didn’t you?” 

Chibisoy gave a deprecatory smile. 

“You're a very young man, Comrade [ieuten- 
ant. You haven't got children, a family. Only 
your parents, | expect.” 

“What have children to do with it?” 
Kuznetsov replied confusedly, noticing the mildly 
apologetic expression on Clibisov'’s face. “They 
have nothing to do with it at all.” 

“STaven’t they, Corarade Lieutenant?” 

“Well, that’s not quite what 1 meant to say... . 
Of course. | hayen’t any children mysclf.” 

Chibisoy was about twenty years his senior, 
the “daddy” of the platoon, From the army's 
point ot view he was complctcly subordinate to 
Kuznetsov but, despite a lively awareness of the 
responsibifity conferred by the insignia he bad 
sewn on his lapels after passing out of the 
artillery school, Kuznetsov never felt quite sure 
of himself when talking to this man with a life- 
time of experience behind him, 

“Is it you there, Licutenant, or am I sccing 
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things? Is the stove alight?” came a sleepy voice 
frorn above their heads. 

There was a stirring on the upper bunks and 
a massive bear-like figure jumped to the floor. 
It was Ukhaney, commander uf the first cun 
in Kuznetsov’s platoon. 

“I'm perished!” Ukhanoy gave a unghty yawn. 
“What are you duing, getting warm or telling 
tairy-tales?”’ 

Twitching his massive shoulders and gathering 
up the tails of his greateoat, he lumbercd across 
the swaying floor ta the dwor, jerked back one 
{rost-coated panel and put his face to the chink, 
staring into the snowy darkness. A flurry of 
snowtlakes whirled into the van and cold air 
billowed steamily round the men’s Tegs. The 
wild, threatening sereech of the cngine sounded 
even louder above the rumble and frozen clatter 
of the wheels. 

“What a wolfish night! Not a light showing 
and not a sign of Stalingrad!” Ukhanov said 
with a shrug, and slanuned the heavy iron- 
rimmed door shut agam. He stamped hia feet 
in their felt boots, and with a chilly and rather 
surprised grunt came up to the well-heated stove. 
His light mocking eyes were still filmed with 
slecp and Lheze were snowllakes on his eyebrows. 

He sat down next to Kuznetsoy, rubbed his 
hands over the stove and pulled cut his pouch, 
chuekling to himself over sume memory, a steel- 
capped front tovth glinting as he did so. 

“Just had another dream about grub. Couldn't 
tell whether | was asleep or not. I seemed to 
be in a deserted town, all by mysclf, | went 
into a bembed-out shop and the place was futl 
of bread. tins, wince; plenty of sausage, all laid 
out on the counters. Nuw I'll have a real feed, 
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I thought, but sucddenty I began to feel so cold 
I woke up. Very disappomting. A whole shopful 
of food! Can you imagine it, Chibisoy?” 

He addressed net Kuznetsuy but Chibisov, as 
if to imply that the lieutenant was somchow not 
a patch on the rest of the platoon. 

“lye nothing against your dream, Comrade 
Senior Sergeant,” Chibisoy drew in a long 
breath of warm air through his nostrils, as 
though the stove were giving off the appetising 
smell of baked bread, and glanced meckly at 
Ukhanoy's pouch. “But, vou know, if you dont 
smoke at all of a night, it’s a great saving, Save 
yourself about ten cigs. you can.” 

“You're a terrific diplomat. dad!" Ukhanov 
said, pushing the pouch into his hands. “Make 
yoursc/f one as thick as your fist. if you like. 
What's the sense in saving the stuff?’ Ie lighted 
up from a smouldering board and puffed out a 
cloud of smoke, then poked the fire with the 
board. “Still, at least we'll be better olf for grub 
at the front line. And then there'll be sutne booty 
coming in! Where there’s Germans there’s booty, 
and that means we shan’t all be picking up the 
crumbs from the licutcnant’s extra rations.’ Ie 
blew on his cigarette, narrowed his cyes and 
fyuwned. “Well, Kuznetsov, do you find the 
responsibility of playing [ather to us afl too much 
of a burden? It’s a lot easier in the ranks. You 
only have to answer for yourself. Aren't you 
sarry you've got all our gang round your neck!” 

“fT can't understand why they didn't give you 
a commission, Ukhanoy?"" Kuznctsoy said, stung 
by the sergeant’s mocking tone. “Perhaps you 
can explain?” 

Ile had completed the course at the artillery 
school together with Senior Sergeant Ukhanoy, 
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who for some unknown reason had not been 
admitted to the cxaminations and had come to 
the regiment as a senior sergeant. [lis appoint- 
meni to the frst platoon as a gun commander 
caused Kuznetsov some cinbarrassment. 

Ukhanov grinned good-naturedly, “It’s my 
life’s ambition. Youve got hold of the wrong 
end of the stick, Lieutenant. Still, what I could 
do with now wauld be # nice little spot of shut- 
eye for about, say, ten hours solid. Maybe I'l] 
have another dream about a shop? Here goes, 
chaps, if you don't hear from me any more, 
consider me missing after the attack,” 

He tossed his butt into the stoye, stretched 
himself, ambled back to the bunks, and swung 
himsel! ponderously on to the rustling straw, 
shoving aside the sleeping bedics with a “Come 
on, fellers, give a chap a bit of Lebensraum.” 
And soon he settled down and was silent. 

“You ought to zo to bed for a bit, too, Com- 
rade Lieutenant,” Chibisov suggested submis 
sively, “It won't be a very long night anyway 
by the look of things. Don't you disturb yourself 
oO my account.” 

Ilis face burning from the heat of the stove. 
Kuznetsov also rose to his fect, straightened his 
new pistol holster with a practised gesture, atid 
said to Chibisoy in a tone of command, “You'd 
better pay more attention to your duties in 
future. orderly!” 

But as soon as he had said this. Kuznetsov 
noticed Chibigsov’s dejected glance and {clt that 
he had been unjustifiably harsh—six inonths at 
the artillery school had drilled him to that tone 
of voice—and unexpectedly he corrected hinself 
in almost a whisper. “Just sce that the fre 
doesn't go out, please.” 
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“Very good, Comrade Licutenant. Never you 
worry. Sleep tight.” 

Kuznetsoy climbed back onta his bunk in the 
icy, creaking, shuddering darkness, and at once 
felt that he would be frozen in that draught. 
But sighing and snoring came from all sides. 
Squeezing in beside his neighbour. Lieutenant 
Daviatyan, who mercly sighed with a childish 
pouting of the lips, Kuznetsoy buried his cheek 
in the damp prickly collar af his greatcoat and, 
hanching his shoulders, drew up his knees against 
the side of the van. It was coated with large 
crystals of frost, like bluc salt, and the mere 
touch of it made him cold. 

The Hattened straw slid from under him with 
a damp rustle, the frozen walls gave off a 
metallic smell, and that fine, stinging draught 
from the litthe window abeye his head kept 
blowing steadily in his face. 

Piercing the night with its persistent and 
threatening screech, the cngine pounded on un- 
stopping through the impenetrable imurk—nearer 
and nearer to the front. 


Chapter Two 


Kuznetsoy was awoken by the stillness, the 
sudden and unaccustomed sense of peace, and 
the thought at once flashed through his mand, 
We're detraining! We've stopped. Why didn't 
anvone wake me? 

He jumped down from the bunk. Tt was early 
morning and yery frosty. Cold air was blowing 
in through the wide-open dvors of the yan; 
after the snowstorm of the night before the drifts 
Jay in motionless, glassy waves as lar as the 
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horizon; a low, rayless sun hung over them like 
a heavy crimson ball, and everything, the thick 
rime on the irom battens of the doors and the 
broken mica-hke needles of {rust in the air, gave 
off a harsh. piercing glitter. 

The dranghty van was deserted. Kunks scat- 
tered with crumpled straw, a pile of reddishly 
gleaming carbines, several packs open on the 
floor, Outside someone was banging his mittens 
together with cannon-like claps, the snow crunch- 
ed crisply under felt boots in the taut morning 
stillness. and voices could be heard. 

“Where is Stalingrad then, chaps?” 

“Doesn't Iook as if we're detraining? No 
orders yet. Well have time for some — grub. 
Reckon we stil haven’t got there. Here come 
our lads with the mess-tins.” 

And somcone else said in a hoarse, cheerful 
voice: 

“It's a lovely clear sky! They'll be taking a 
knock at us soon. It’s just right for them!” 

Kuznetsoy shook of his drowsiness and went 
to the door, The searing glitter of the bare sunlit 
snow made him close his eyes and the raw 
frosty air caupht in his throat. 

‘The train had stopped in the middle of the 
steppe. Men were standing in groups by the van, 
barging each other and slapping their sides to 
gcl warm. All eves were turned in one direc- 
tion. 

On once of the trucks in the middle of the train 
the field kitchens were sending up spirals of 
smoke into the glassy pink of the morning. Op- 
posite them glowed the red roof of the solitary 
station building, pceping amiably out of the 
snowdrifts. Soldicrs with their mess-tins were 
running from the vans to the kitchens and the 
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station, and the snow round the kitchens and 
the well-sweep near the station was swarming 
with greatcoats and quilied jackets. The whole 
train seemed to be drawing water and preparing 
tor breakfast. 

The conversation by the van continued: 

“Strikes through you, mates, doesn't it? 
Straight up through your syles! Must be about 
thitty below. Oh, for a warm bed and a willing 
wench! ‘That's when the roses m the Garden of 
Shai hegin tu bloom!” 

“Nechayeys always harping on the same 
string. It’s women all the time with him! ‘They 
must have [ed him on chocolates in the navy. 
That's why he’s always Icching. Couldn't cure 
him with a stick?” 

“Don't be so crude, wate! What do you know 
about it anyway? ‘Spring cometh to the Garden 
of Shair....’ You're just a country yokel, that’s 
what you are!” 

“And voure a stud-horse! At it again!” 

“Wave we been here long?” Kuznuctsov asked 
without addressing anyone in particular, and 
jumped on to the crisp snow. 

At the sight of the Hevtcnant the men went 
on shoving each other and stamping their feet 
and, instcad of coming to attention (Got used 
to me already, the devils! thought Kuznctsov), 
merely stopped talking for a minnte; evetyenc 
had a prickly coating of fros! on his brows, 
tarfaps and the turncd-up collar of his great- 
coat. Sergeant Nechayeyv, the gun layer of 
Number Onc Gon, tall and wiry, a sailor from 
the Far East Fleet. with remarkable velvet moles 
on his face, slanting sideburns and a little black 
moustache, shrugged his shoulders. 

“We were urdercd not to wake you, Comrade 


Licutenant. Ukhanoy said you'd been on duty 
during the uight. No sign of any emergency at 
the moment.” 

“Where is Drozdovsly?” Kugnetsoy still had 
1o screw up his eyes against the glinting ncedlcs 
of sunlight glancing off the drifts. 

“Attending to his tuilct, Comrade Lieutenant,” 
Nechayev said with a wink. 

Some twenty metres from the van Kuznetsuy 
saw the battery commander, Licutenant Droz- 
dovsky. The best cadet in the battalion and 
favourite of all the regular officers, he had been 
outstanding even at artillcry school for what 
seemed to be his barn military bearing and the 
stern ait of command on his pale, thin face. 
Now, slripped to the waist, displaying the tip- 
pling muscles of a gymnast, he stood in full view 
of the men. bending over a drift and rubbing 
himself down silently and energetically with 
snow. Vaint wisps of steam rose from his supple 
youthful torso, shoulders, hairless chest and flat 
stomach; there was something ostentatiously 
persistent in this washing and rubbing down with 
snow, 

“Quite right too.” Kuznetsov said seriously, 

But knowing that he himself would not do 
the same, he took off his cap, pushed it into the 
pocket of his greatcoat, unbuttoned the lapels 
and, stepping away from the van, scuoped up 
some hard. rough snow from the ridge of a drift 
and tubbed his cheeks and chin with it till the 
skin ached from cold. 

“What a wonderful surprisc! Have you come 
to see us?” he heard Nechaycy’s exaggerated- 
ly delighted voicc. “How glad we are to sec 
you! The whole battery welcomes you, Zoya 


qs 


darling! 


The cold and the snow with its insipidly bitter 
taste made Kuznetsov gasp and. as he straight- 
ened up to recover his breath and dry hinself 
with his handkerchie[—he did not want ta go 
back to the van for a towel—he again heard 
sounds of amusement in the background. Then 
a woman's clear voice said behind him, “What's 
going on here, Number One Battery? I don't 
understand.” 

Kumetsoy turned round. Among the smiling 
soldicrs stood the battery's medical instructor, 
Zoya Yelagina, in a fetching white sheepskin, 
neat white felt beors, and white embroidered 
miltens, not a bit military in appearance, just 
fresh and gay and clad tor winter—a being irom 
some distant peaceful world, Zoya was watching 
Drozdoysky, her cyes bright with restrained 
laughter. Quite unaware of her, he went on 
bending and stretching, rubbing down his pink 
hody, slapping his shoulders and — stomach, 
breathing oul and rather theatrically expanding 
his chest as he inhaled. Now everyone was look- 
ing at him with the same expression as Zoya. 

“Lieutenant!” Zoys called out in a ringing 
voice. “May I ask when you wil) finish the treat- 
ment? Do you allow me to report?” 

Lic¢utenant Drozdovsky brushed the snow off 
his chest und loosened the towel round his waist 
with the discontented air of one who has been 
disturbed, and gave his permission grudgingly. 

“Carry on.” 

“Good morning, Comrade Battery Com- 
mander!” she said tormafly and. as Kuznetsov 
dried his face with his handkerchief. he noticed 
the tips of her frosted eyebrows quivering. “I've 
come to see you about something. Can your 
buttery spare me some attention?” 
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Making no attempt to hurry, Drozdovsky 
threw bis towel round his neck and walked 
towards the van. His shoulders were glistening 
as if he had becn in a stcam bath, his shart straw- 
coloured hair was damp. and he strode forward, 
surveying the bunch of men by ihe van sternly, 
with eyes that were now especially Lluc. almost 
transparcnt, 

“T think T can puess, medical instructor.” he 
remarked casually, as he approached. “You have 
come to the battery to make a No. § inspection? 
We have no fice here,” 

“Darling Zoya,” Nechayey joined in, casting 
a relaxed glance over Zoya'’s neat half-length 
coat and the first-aid satchel at her hip. “Our 
battery is in perfect order. You couldn't find a 
single pest here even with a microscope, You've 
come to the wrong address.... And how did 
you siccp last night? No one disturbed you, | 
hope?” 

“You talk too much, Nechayev!” Drozdoysky 
cut him short and, walking straight past Zoya, 
ran up the iron steps into the yan, which was 
now full of men who had just returned trom the 
kitchen noisily exeited by the prospect of break- 
fast. with steaming soup in their mess-tins and 
three ficld packs full of rusks and loaves of 
bread. With the usual shoving and pushing they 
spread out someonc’s greatcoat on the lower 
bunks and prepared to cut the bread; their 
chapped faces expressed busy concern. Droz- 
dovsky put on his tunic and pulled it down under 
his belt. 

“Quiet there! Can't you manage anything 
withont all thix fuss? Gun commanders. I want 
to sec some discipline! What are vou standing 
around tor, Sergcant Nechayev? Organise the 
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distribution of food. 1 thought you were a greal 
one for sharing! The medical instructor will be 
taken care of without you.” 

Scrgeant Nechayey noddcd apologetically to 
Zoya, and climbed into the van. 

“What's all the fuss about, chaps. Take it 
easy now!! You're making enough noise for a 
squadron of tanks.” 

Kuznctsoy was cmbarrassed by these commands 
and hy Zoya's witnessing the noisy sharing out 
of the rations and the men’s no longer taking 
any notice of her, and he wanted to say in a 
playful tone that would only have made him 
all the more embarrassed, “No, you needn't 
inspect our platoons, hut it's good to see you all 
the same.” 

He could not have explained to himsclf why 
it was that ncarly every time Zoya made an 
appearance in fhe batlery, everyone was 
prompted to adopt this trivial tone that he him- 
self was now tempted fo use. this playful tone 
of veiled allusion, as though her arrival meant 
something to everyone, as though on her still 
rather sleepy face, in the shadows under her 
eyes. on her Tips, one might read a hint of some 
wanton secret that existed between her and the 
young doctors in the medical yan, where she 
had spent most of the journey. But Kuznetsov 
gucsscd that she came to the battery at every 
stop not merely to make a sanitary inspection. 
She wanted to see Drogduvsky. 

“All's well in the battery. Zoya,” he said. “No 
inspections needed. Particularly as it’s breakfast 
time.” 

Zoya gave an impatient shrug. 

“What an élite van! And no complaints 
either. Don’t look so innoccnt—it doesn’t suit 
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vou!” whe said, taking Kuznetsoy’s measure with 
a sweep of her eyelashes and smiling strangely. 
“And as for your beloved Licutenant Droz- 
doysky, after his questionable procedures he’s 
going lo find | himself in hospital instead of at 
the front linc.’ 

“For one thing, he's no beloved of mine,” 
Kuznetsov replied. “And sccondly.. 

“Thank you for being so honest, Kuznetsov. 
And secondly? What do you think of me, 
secand ly?" 

Lieutenant Drozdoysky, dressed and fighten- 
ing his belt with its ncw pistol holster round his 
greatcoat, sprang lightly on to the snow, glanced 
at Kuznetsov and Zoya, and went on casually, 
“Arc you suggesting T've becn trying to get 
myself on the sick list, medical instructor?” 

Zoya threw back her head challengingly. 

“Perhaps. There's always that possibility.” 

“Now listen 4o me,” Drozdoysky snapped. 
“You're not a schoolmistress and I’m not one 
of your pupils. Kindly go hack to the medical 
yan. Is that clear? Lieutenant Kuznetsoy, you 
will take over the battery while 1 rcport to the 
hattalion commander.” 

Drozdoysky satuted inserutably and with the 
springy stride of a first-class regular officer, 
belted and crect. marched off past the men scur- 
rying round the yan. They made way and fell 
silent at the mere sight of him, and he strode on, 
seeming to slice through the crowd with his 
glance alone. acknowledging their salutcs with a 
swift. casual flick of the wrist. The sun hung 
over the glittering white steppe in frosty rainbow 
rings. There was a constant coming and going 
round the well; men drew water, taok off their 
caps and washed, sasping, snorting and shiyer- 
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ing, then ran to the invilingly smoking kitchens 
half-way down the train, carefully skirting the 
group of battalion commanders that had gathered 
beside the heavily mined passenger carriage. 

This was the group Drozdovsky was making 
for. 

Kuznetsov noticed the strangely _ helpless 
cxpression on Zova’s face as she walched him 
with her wide-open slightly slanting eyes. 

“Perhaps youd like to have breakfast with 
us?” 

“What?” she asked absently. 

“Have breakfast with us. You haven't had any 
yet. have you?” 

“Comrade Lieutenant, everything’s  gelting 
cold! We're waiting for you!” Nechayev shouted 
from the door of the van. “Pea soup!” he added, 
scooping a xpoontul from his mess-tin and licking 
his moustache. “ITF you don't choke, itll do you 
good.” 

From behind him came a hubbub of voices as 
the men took their portions off the greatcoat and, 
some with satislicd chuckles, others with grunts, 
seltled down on the bunks, phanging their spoons 
into their mess-tins and their teeth into the black, 
frozen hunks of bread. No one was taking any 
notice of Zoya now. 

“Chibisov!” Kuznetsov called. “Give the 
medical instructor my mess-tin!” 

“Aye, come on. nurse! Why don’t you join 
us?” Chihisov responded in his country broguc 
from the van, “There’s some good c-on-mpany 
here. I should say.” 

“All right,’ she answered ubsently. ‘“Per- 
haps.... Yes, of course. Lieutenant Kuznetsov. 
T haven't had breakfast. But why should J take 
your mess-tin? What about you?” 
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“Vil have mine later. I won't go hungry.” 
Kuznetsov replied. 

Chewing hastily. Chibisov came to the doar. 
poked his small black-bristled face a little too 
eaperly out of his turned-up collar and, as if 
playing a children’s gatne. beckoned to Zoya in 
# pleasant way, a diminutive figure in his short 
and far too broad yreatcoat. 

“Come in. Jass. Why shouldn't you! , 

“YI have a little from your tin,” Zoya suid 
to Kuznetsov. “But you must eal too, Otherwise 
1 won't have any.” 

The men ate their breakfast with sighs and 
grunts of satisfaction; after the lirst few mouth- 
fuls of warm soup and the first swallows of hot 
week tea and sugar they again tuned their 
questioning glances on Zoya. Unbuttoning her 
new sheepskin and exposing her white throat, she 
ate carefully from Kuznetsov’s mess-tin, holding 
it on her knees and loweriny her eyes under the 
glances of the men. 

Kuznetsov ate with her, trying not to watch the 
spoon she lifted to her lips and her throat mov- 
ing as she swallowed: her lowered lashes were 
damp with melted trost and clung together 
blackly, hiding the light of excitement in her 
eyes. Tt was too warm by the stove and she took 
off her cap. Ter auburn hair fell down over the 
white fur of her collar, and without her cap she 
suddenly tooked pitifully defenceless, with her 
high cheekboncs and wide mouth, her tensely 
child-like, almost frightened face. which stood 
out strangely among the perspiring, food-flushed 
faces of the gunners, and Kuznetsov was struck 
by the realisation that she was not beautiful. He 
had never seen her without a cap before. 

“"The roses are blooming in the Garden of 
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Shaix, spring is caming to the Garden of 
Shair... - 

Sergeant Nechayev stood with his fect apart 
by one of the bunks, rolling a cigarette after his 
tea, singing guictly to himself and surveying 
Zoya with a mockingly affectionate snule, and 
Chibisoy, even more obliging than usual, poured. 
a full mug of tea and brought if to her. She took 
the hot mug between the tips of her fingers and 
blushed. 

“Thank vou, Chibisov.” Zoya looked up at 
Nechayey with moistly glistening eyes. “What 
is all this about a garden and roses, Sergeant? 
fs that all you can sing about?” 

Vhis caused a stir among the men and they 
turned cncowagingly to Nechayev. 

“Come on, sarge! Answer the question. 
Where'd you get this song from?” 

“Vladivostok.” Nechayey replicd dreamily. 
“Spot of shore leave, then off to a dance and— 
‘The roses are bluoming....’ Served for three 
years with that tango. ‘T did. And the girls in 
Vladivostok, Zoya—ylorious creatures, princesses, 
ballerinas! (ll remember them all my life!” 

He straightened the buckle of his sailor's belt. 
prclended to take a partner in his arms and made 
a step with a swing of the hips. 

“Spring is coming in the Garden of Shair, ... 
T dream ot your golden tresses... Tra-la-la- 
Tass 

Zoya laughed constrainedly. 

“Gulden tresses... roses. The words are a bit 
hackneyed, Sergeant. Princesses and ballerinas. 
Have you ever scen a princess?” 

“In your person, | haye, word of honour. You 
have the figure of a princess,” Nechaycv answered 
boldly, and winked at the others. 
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Why is he laughing at her? Kuznetsov thought. 
Why didn't 1 notice before that she’s so plain? 

“lf there wasn't a war on—Zoya, you don't 
know me—Id spirit you away in the dead of 
night, whisk you off in a taxi to some hotel in 
the country, and sit at your feet with a bottle 
of champagne as if you were a princess. And 
we wouldn't care a damn about anything! Would 
you agree?” 

“In a taxi? Sounds remantic.” Zoya said, when 
the men’s laughter had subsided. “[ve never had 
that experience before.” 

“With me you'd experience everything.” 

Nechayev said it half jokingly, caressing Zoya 
with his brown cyes, but Kuznctsoy interrupted 
him sharply 

“Cut it out, Nechayev! You've talked enough 
for three men as it is) AN this nonsense about 
hotels! What's the pomt?... Drink your tea, 
please, Zoya.” 

“You're all so ridiculous,” Zoya said, and a fine 
furrow of pain appeared on her white forehead. 

She still held the hot mug to her lips but 
without sipping from it as before, and the sor- 
rowful wrinkle that seemed so out of place in 
her white skin failed to relax. She put down the 
mug on the steye and there was deliberate arro- 
gance in her voice as she turned to Kuznctsov. 

“Why are you looking at me like this? What 
do you expect to find on my face? Soat [rom the 
chimney? Or are you, like Nechayey, remember- 
ing some of these disgusting princesses and halle- 
tinas?” 

“ATL T know about princesses is what I read 
in children’s fairy-tales,” Kuznetsov replied, and 
frowned to hide his embarrassment. “lye never 
met any in teal life.’” 


“You're all se ridiculous,” she repeated. 

“low old are you, Zoya~eighteen!” 
Nechayey inquired tenfattvely. “Came off the 
stocks in “24, did you. 4s we say in the navy? 
I'm four years older than you, Zoya. It’s a hig 
difference.” 

“Wrong guess,” she said smiling now. “I'm 
thirty, comrade off the stocks. Thirty and threc 
months.” 

Sergeant Nechayev's brown tace with its choc- 
vlate moles expressed extreme astonishment. 

“Do you really want it to be thirty?” he said 
teasingly. “Vhen how old ts your mum? Is she 
like you? Gould I have her address?” ‘lhe thin 
moustache lifted in a smile and broke in two over 
his white teeth. “lll be her pen friend at the 
front. We'll send each other photos,” 

Zoya surveyed Nechayev's tall, wiry figure 
with distaste, and answered with a quiver in her 
voice. 

“Your shore-leave dances did provide you 
with plenty of flat jokes! My mother’s address? 
Certainly, Urban Cemetery No. 2, Peremyshl. 
Will you write it down or cam you remember 
it? 1 lost both parenis in ’41,” she ended bit- 
terly. “But I have got a husband, Nechayey.... 
Good heavens. what are you all staring at me 
for? It's true, my dears. true! | have a hus- 
band.” 

It grew very quict. The other men, who had 
been listening to the conversation, now without 
any encouragetnent of Nechayev's dangerous 
game, stopped eating and all turned their eyes 
on her. Pulling at his cigarette and peering into 
Zoya’s face and downeast eyes with jealous in- 
credulity, he asked, “Who is your husband, if 
it's mot a secret? A regiment commander, per- 


haps? Or there's a rumour that you're fond of 
our Licutenant Drozdoysky?” 

She's not speaking the truth, of course, 
Kuznetsoy told himself, also disbelieving whut 
Zoya had said. She has made all this up. She 
hasn't any husband. She couldn't have. 

“That's cnongh, Nechayey!’ he said aloud. 
“Stop asking silly questions! You're like an old 
oiaropbane record, Don't you notice it your- 
self?” 

He stood up, walked away from Zoya, glanced 
round the van at the stack of carbines and the 
light tnachine-gun beside it, and noticed an un- 
touched mess-tin of soup, a ration of bread and 
a smal] white heap of sugar on a piece of news- 
paper. 

“Where is Sergeant Ukhanov?” he asked. 

oe the sergeant major, Comrade bienten- 
ant,’ Kasymov, a young Kazakh, answered from 
one of the upper bimks where he was sitting 
cross-legged. “He said take mug and bread and 
he came hack soon. 

Kasymoy, in a new quilted jacket and quilted 
trousers, jumped soundlessly to the floor, hia eyes 
glittering in their narrew slits. 

“Shall l look for him, Gomrade Licutenant?” 

“No, it doesn’t matter. Eat your breakfast, 
Kuasymov.” 

Chibisoy gave a sigh and for some  rcason 
spoke up with a cheerful lilt in his voice, 

“Is your hubby a goud-tempered chap, lass? 
Hit on the serious side, ch?” 

“Thanks tor the meal, First Battery!” Zoya 
shook out her hair and smiled. allowing her trown 
to dissolve, then put on her new fur-trimmed cap 
and tucked her hair under it, “Sounds as it they 
are coupling up the engine. D’you hear?” 
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“Next stop front line. Here we come, Fritz, 
aren't you glad to see us!” somevne announced 
from an upper bunk, with a forced laugh. 

“Zoya, darling, dont leaye us please!’ Ne- 
chayev said. “Stay here with us. What do you 
need a husband for! What good is he to you in 
wartime?” 

“Sounds like two engines being coupled,” the 
same rasping yuicc commented trom abuve. 
*They'll soon get us there. Next stop Stalingrad.” 

“Maybe this zs the last? Maybe this is where 
we get out?” 

“Yhe sooner the better,” Kuznetsoy rejoined. 

“Who said that’s an engine! You're nuts!’ gun 
layer Yevstigneyey, an elderly sergeant, who had 
been drinking tea from his mug in a businesslike 
fashion, jumped to his feet to look out of the 
deer of the van. 

“What's up. Yevstigneyev?” Kuznetsov called 
to him. 

As he glaneed round he saw the gun layer’s 
grizzled temple and big head with cycs anxiously 
scunning the sky, and his strony, broad back 
filling the doorway, but failed to hear his reply. 

Anti-aircraft guns opened up from both ends 
of the train at once. 

“This is it. chaps! We waited lung enough for 
it!” someone shouted, jumping down from the 
bunks. “And now they're here!” 

“Nice engine this! Carrying bombs!’ 

A high-pitched whine cut imtu the frantic 
barking of the A.A. guns, then the rattle of 
twin machine-guns split the air overhead. 
Kuznetsov still had net fully realised what was 
happening when several warning shouls of “Air 
raid! Messers!” burst into the van from the 
steppe. Yevstigneyev threw down his mug and 
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jumped towards the stack of weapons, roughly 
pushing Zoya towards the door, while the rest 
of the men tumbled out of the bunks and grabbed 
their carbines. Must keep calm, Kuznetsov told 
himself in a brief moment of reflection, Il be 
the tast to leave the van! 

“Out of the yan, cyeryone!” he command- 
ed. 

The fire of the two A.A. guns was so dealen- 
imgly near that thei rapid shots seemed to punch 
at his eardrums. Che swiltly approaching whine 
of engines und choking rattle of machine-gun 
bursts ugain swept over the roof of the van. 

Kuznctsov rushed to the door and saw men 
with their carbines jumping on to the snow and 
scattering over the white sunlit steppe. With a 
cold weightlessness in the pit of his stomach he 
jumped himself and in a few bounds reached a 
huge bluish snowdnft and plunged tuce-down 
next io someone, with something loud and shrill 
drilling into the back of his head. bighting the 
weight that clamped his head te the snow, he 
managed to look up. 

A trio of Messerschmitts, their slim wings and 
perspex cowls glinting in the sunlight, was diving 
out of the enormous icc-blue radiance of the 
winter sky on to the front oj the train. 

Lhe sun-bleached tracers of the ack-ack shells 
converged on them continuously trom the back 
und front of the train and shells were bursting 
all round them, but the long, sleck budies hurtled 
downwards more and more steeply, quivering 
with the sharp red tongucs of flame from their 
machine guns and autumatic cannon, and a dense 
rainbow of tracers swept the vans, from which 
people were still running. 

The first fighter ilattened out just above the 
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roofs of the train and skimmed horizontally along 
its length; the other two flashed after it. 

Ahcad, where the engine should have been, a 
bomb explosion tore the air, sending up a tornado 
of snow, then the fighters climbed steeply, banked 
into the sun and again returned to the attack. 

They can see us all perfectly, flashed through 
Kuznctsov's mind. | must do something! 

“Fire! Fire at them with your carbines!” he 
shouted and, as he struggled to his koces, caught 
sight of Zoya’s raised head on the other side 
of the dritt. Her brows were strangely knitted, 
her eyes glazed and wide-open. 

“Zoya! Get further away from the vans 

But she merely stared, biting her fips, in the 
direction of the train, and he instantly looked in 
the same direction. Just by the vans Lieutenant 
Drozdovsky in his perfectly fitting grcatcoat was 
bounding along over Lhe snowdrifts and shouting 
something that neither of them could hear, Droz- 
dovsky swung himself in through the open door 
of his van, then reappcared with the light 
machine-gun in une hand and a disk magazine 
in the other. He ran away [rom the train, dropped 
flal on the snow about ten metres away from 
Kuznetsov, rammed the mounting frantically into 
the ridge of the drift, inserted the magazinc, and 
fired a long burst at the fighters as they swooped 
out ot the shimmering blue with ragged tongucs 
of flame darting fro: their guns. 

A straight fiery corridor of earthward flying 
tracers caine towards them, kicking up the snow. 
Vhe deafening crackle of machme-guns and 
cannon and the piercing howl of an enginc burst 
into Kuznetsav’s head and strange iridescent 
images flashed kalcidoscopicully before his eyes. 
Icy dust whipped off the snowdrifts by bullets 
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flew in his face and, as a dark roaring shadow 
momentarily covered the drift, empty heayy- 
calibre cartridges hopped and somersaulted in 
the snow. But the mest incomprehensible thing 
of all was that he actually saw under the perspex 
cowl of the swooping plane the cgy-shaped, 
helmeted head of its pilot. 

With a metallic rear of cngmes the fighters 
tlattencd out a few metres [rom the ground and 
again climbed high over the steppe. 

“Volodya! Don't get up! Wait!” be heard crics 
close by and saw Drozdovsky threw out the 
empty magazine and try to get up with Zoya 
clinging desperately to his shoulders. “Volodya! 
Please!” 

“Cant you see the magazine s empty!” Droz- 
dovsky, his face distarted, was pushing Zoya 
away and struggling to free himself. “Let go! Let 
go, J tell you!” 

He broke her grip and ran to the van while 
she lay distractedly in the snow. Kuznetsov 
crawled over to her. 

“What's up? What's the matter with the gun?’ 

She glanced up at him and her face changed, 
asstuning a provocative sneer. 

“Ah, Licutenant Kumetsov! Why don’t you 
shoot at the plancs? Arc you afraid? Leaving it 
all to Drozdovsky?” 

“What shall 1 shoot with? A pistol? Is that 
what you want?” 

She ignored his reply. 

‘Lhe hyhters were now shouting up the front 
of the train and circling round the cngine. ‘lwo 
Pullman cars were already smoking. Longues of 
flame darted vut of the open doors and leapt 
towards the roof. Lhe smoke, the {lames licking 
at the roofs and the relentlessness of the attack 
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gave Knznelsov a sickening feeling of helpless- 
ness and suddenly it seerned to him that these 
three enemy planes would not give up until they 
had wrecked and set fire to the whole train. 

No, theyre bound to run out of ammunition. 
he at ance began to tell himself, Tt'l] soon be all 
over. 

But the fighters swung round and came overt 
the train again at zcro allitude. 

“Nurse! Nurse!” 2 shout rose from the burning 
carriayes and several figures scurried into view, 
dragging something over the snow. 

“Coming!” = Zoya called. and jumped up, 
glancing round at the opcn doors of the van and 
the machine-gun planted in the snow. “Where 
is he, Kuznetsov? I’m going. Tell him I'm over 
there.” 

He had no right to stop her and she hurried 
away, holding her amcdica! bag, then broke into 
a run and disappeared among the snowdrifts, 

“Ys that you, Kuznetsov?” 

Lieutenant Drozdovsky came bounding from 
the van, dropped beside the machine-gun and 
rammed home a new magazine, His thin pale 
face was gct fiercely, 

“Look what the swine are doing! Where's 
Zoya?” 

“Somebody's been wounded in front,” Kuz- 
netsov replicd, driving the bipod legs more 
firmly into the snow. ‘Here they come again. . 

“Bastards... Where's Zoya, 1 said?” Droz- 
dovsky shouted, bringing his shuulder to the butt 
of the gun and, as the Messerschmitts swept low 
over the steppe, his eyes narrowed and the pupils 
froze into black dots in their translucent blue. 

The A.A. gun at the end of the train fell 
silent. 
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Drozdovsky pumped a long burst at the glilter- 
ing metal fuselage of the first firhter and kept 
his finger pressed on the trigger until the last 
plane ripped past like a dazzling razor blade. 

“T got him!" Drozdovsky ericd in a strangled 
voice. “Did you sce, Kuznetsov? | must have got 
him! TI couldn't have missed!” 

Rut the fighters were now sweeping low over 
the steppe, slicing the air with their heavy 
machine-guns, and the fiery spears of the tracers 
seemed to prod the bodies of the men lying in 
the snow and turn them over in propeller-like 
whirls of white. Some men of the next battery 
cracked under the strain, jumped to their feet 
and tried ta make off in various directions, Qne 
fell, crawled a Sittle way and lay still with his 
arms outspread. Another ran in zigzags, glancing 
round strangely, to left and sight. but the tracers 
from a diving Messerschmitt caught him on the 
slant and passed right through his body. like 
red-hot wire; the man rolled over in the snow 
with his arms flung out. then lay still, his quilted 
jacket smoking. 

“Flow senseless! Just before we get to the 
front!" Drozdoysky cried, discarding another 
empty magazine. 

Kuznetsov rose to his knees and shouted to the 
men crawling beyond the drifts. 

“Don't run anyone! Keep down!" 

But at that moment he heard his command, 
his own voice, at full strength, breaking into a 
sudden incomprehensible silence. There was no 
more chatter of machine-guns, no ear-splitting 
toat of diving planes. Tt was al! over. 

Piercing the frosty blue. the attackers winged 
away to the southwest with a dying high-pitched 
whine, while the men rose uncertainty from the 
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drifts, shaking snow off their greatcoats and guns, 
and staring at the burning carriages at the front 
of the train, and trudged slowly back to the van. 
Sergeant Nechayev with his sailor's helt buckle 
all on one side knocked his hat on his knee (his 
glossy black hair was also sprinkled with snow) 
and gave a forced laugh as he squinted with 
blood-shot eyes af Lieutenant Davlatyan, com- 
mander of the second platoon, a slight. rather 
gawky lad with big eyes. Daylatyan was smiling 
self-consciously, while his snow-coated eyebrows 
made an unsuccessful attempt to frown. 

“Looks as if you've been kissing the snow, 
Comrade Lieutenant?” Nechayev said with an 
unnatural cheerfulness. “You took a header into 
that drift, like a Japanese pear] diver! Gave us 
a hot time, didn’t they. chaps! Rubbed our noses 
in the snow!” And, noticing Tieutenant Drez- 
dovsky by one of the drifts, added half apnlo- 
getically, “Did some crawling, ha-ha!” 

“I don’t understand what you are laughing at, 
Nechayey?” Davlatyan exclaimed, with a slight 
stutter. “What's the matter with vou?” 

“Did you say goodbye to this world, Comrade 
Lieutenant?” Nechayey again broke into gurgling 
laughter. “Did you think it was the end?” 

Sergeant-Major Gelovanov, commander of the 
headquarters platoan, a huge, unapproachahle- 
looking man with a tommy gun slung across his 
broad, sloping chest, came up beside Nechayey 
and interrupted him grimly. 

“You're talking through your hat, sailor.” 

Then Kuznetsov saw Chibisoy hobbling timidhy 
brokenly among the drifts and, beside him. a 
guilty-faced Kasymoy, wiping his round sweating 
cheeks with the sleeve of his preatcoat, and the 
closed, shame-creased face of gun layer Yevsti-~ 


gneyev, who looked as if he had been basted 
with snow. And Kuznetsov felt frustrated, almost 
angry with himself for these huwiliating minutes 
of general helplessness, for the way they had all 
heen forced to endure the revolting fear of death 
in full view of one another. 

“Roll call!” came the command from a 
distance, “Checkup in all batteries!” 

Drozdovsky at once gave the order: 

“Platoon commanders, form up your gus 
crews!” 

“Headquarters plateon, fall in!” boomed 
Sergeant-Maijor Golovanov. 

“Number One Platoon, fal? in! Kuznetsov 
took up the cry. 

“N-nuniber Two Platoon...” Lieutenant Dav- 
latyan sang out in training schoo! fashion. “By 
the right... .” : 

SUll nervous and shaken, brushing themselves 
down and adjusting their belts, the men fell in 
without their usual talk: all eyes were on the 
southern half of the sky. now unbelievably clear 
and bright. 

As soon as the platoon had farmed up, Kuzne- 
tsov noticed gun laycr Nechayev fidgeting nerv- 
ously on the right flank where Senior Sergeant 
Ukhanov, commander of fhe first gun, should 
have been standing. 

“Where's Ukhannv?" he asked worriedly. “Did 
you see him during the raid. Nechayew?” 

“I'm just wondering where he could be myself, 
Comrade Lieutenant.” Nechayev whispered. 
“Before breakfast he went to see the sergeant- 
maior. Perhaps he’s still there.” 

“Stl with the sergeant-mafor?” Kuznetsov 
walked down the rank. “Did anyone see Ukhanov 
during the raid?” 
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The men, now shivering in the cold, exchanged 
silent glances. 

“Comrade Lieutenant,” Nechayey called to 
him, again in a whisper, with a pained expres- 
sion on his face. “Have a look. Perhaps he's 
there!...” 

Over the huge train, over the snows, over the 
half-buried station building, tiny sunlit frost 
crystals were still sprinkling down gently, just 
ag before the raid. At the front of the train, round 
the burning Pullman cars and the untouched 
frost-coated vans next to them, soldiers were stil] 
rushing to and fro. Evervwhere the — batteries 
were farming up. Two men trudged past carrying 
someone, dead or wounded. on his greatcqat. 

“No,” Kuznetsov said. “That's not Ukhanov. 
He was wearing a quilted jacket.” 

“Number One Platoon!” he heard Droz- 
dovsky's hard, distinct voice. “Lieutenant Kuz- 
netsov, why don't you report? What's the 
matter?” 

Kuznetsov took about five paces, wondering 
how he would explain Ukhanov'’s absence but,. 
before he could report, Drozdovsky spoke again 
in a peremptory tone. 

“Where is gun commander Ukhanov? 1 can’t 
see him in the ranks! It's you I’m asking, com- 
mander of Number One Plateon!" 

“First we must find out whether he's still 
alive,” Kuznetsov replied as he came up to the 
waiting batlery commander. He looks as if he 
has no intention of believing inc, he thought. and 
for some reason found himself recalling Droz- 
tloysky's determination durine the raid, his pale, 
drawn face when he had pushed Zoya aside and 
emptied a whole magazine at the attacking Mes- 
serschmitls. 


“Lieutenant Kuznetsov, did you give Ukhanov 
permission to go anywhere?” Drozdoysky asked. 
“Tf he had been wounded, medical instructor 
Yelagina would have reported it long ago, | 
presume!” 

“And I presume Ukhanoy must have been 
detained by the sergeant-major,” Kuznetsov 
retorted, “He couldn't be anywhere else.” 

“Send someone at once to the quartermaster's 
platoon! What could he be doing there all this 
time? Helping the cook?” 

“TH go myself.” 

Kuznetsoy turncd on his heel and strode olf 
past the vans towards the battalion kitchens. 

When he reached the quartermaster's wagon, 
some of the kitchen boilers were still steaming 
and several drivers. clerks and the cook were 
formed up in front of them trying te look smart. 
Battery Sergeant-Major Skorik, narrow-faced, 
with green eyes sct close to his hooked nose, was 
pacing their ranks with catlike tread in a long 
officer's greatcoat and new felt hoots. keeping his 
hands behind his back and glancing now and 
then at the sleeping car, where several scnior 
officers and army railway officials were pathcred 
round some impertant person who had just 
arrived in a captured German limousine, 

“Atten-shun!” Skorik smapped, as it he had 
felt Kuznctsov’s approach with his back, and 
swung round on one foot like a ballet dancer, 
bringing his fist to his temple and straightening 
his fingers artistically. “Quartermasters platoon, 
Comrade Lieulenant. .. .” 

“At ease!” Kuznetsov glanced grimly at Skorik, 
whose tone of voice had shown a degree of sub- 
ordination befifting the limited authority of a 
lieutenant. “Ts Scnior Sergeant Ukhanov here?” 
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“What's that. Comrade Lieutenant?” Skorik 
asked suspiciously. “Tow could he be here? 1 
wouldn’t allow him to be here. What's the matter, 
Comrade Lieutenant? Has he disappeared? Fancy 
that now! Where can he be, the chuckle-headed 
fellow!” 

“Was he here at breakfast time?” Kuznetsov 
asked sternly. “Did you sce him?” 

‘The sergeant-major’s narrow hard-boiled face 
expressed concentration and the measure of re- 
sponsibility he assumed to be his for the state of 
alfairs tp the battery. 

“Yes, Comrade Lieutenant,” he replied with 
dignity. “I remember perfectly. Gun commander 
Ukhanoy collected breaktast for his crew. Tyen 
had a row with the cock. Expressed himsclf dis- 
satisfied with the portions. [ was personally 
obliged to reprimand bim. Sloppy as a civilian 
he is, Comrade Lieutenant. Quite right they 
were not to give him a commission. He’s far too 
slack. Hasn't settled down vet.... Mebbe he’s 
sloped off to the village. There is a little village 
in the ravine behind the station.” He suddenly 
drew himsclf up very smartly and whispered: 
“Comrade Ticutenant, looks as if some gencrats 
are coming this way.,.. “Chey must be inspecting 
the batteries? Careful how you report.” 

A rather impressive group was moving from 
the sleeping car along the battcrics formed up 
beside their vans, and from a distance Kuznetsov 
recopnised among them the towering figure of 
Colonel Deyey, the division commander, chest 
eriss-erossed with bandoliers and wearing new 
leather-soled felt haots. Beside bim a gaunt- 
faced gencral. unknown in the division, was 
walking rapidly with the help of a stick; ‘his 
black half-length shcepskin {no one in fhe divi- 
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sion hat one like that} stood out among the 
other sheepskins and ereateoats. 

This was Jieutenant-General Bessonov, the 
commander of the army. 

He strode on ahead of Devey, scarcely limp- 
ing, stopped at each battery, heard fhe com- 
mander’s report, then shifted bis thin bamboo 
cane from right hand to left, lifted his right hand 
to his temple and continued the inspection. When 
the army comtnander and his party stopped at 
the neighbouring van, Kuznetsov suddenly caught 
the sound of the general’s sharp, high-pitched 
voice, 

“Tn answer to your question I have one thing 
to say. They besieged Stalingrad for four months 
but failed to capturc it. Now we have taken the 
offensive, The enemy must be tnade to feel our 
strength and hatred to the futl. And remember 
this too: the Germans realise that here, at 
Stalingrad, we are defending the freedom and 
honour of Russia before the whole world. I 
shall not tell you any lies. I do not promise you 
easy battles. The Germans will fight to the last. 
I therefore demand of you courage and full 
awarcness of your strength!” 

Lhe general ended his speech in a yoice that 
could not fail to rouse others, and Kuznctsov 
was struck by the harsh, convincing authority 
of this thin man in a black sheepskin, with a 
sickly, rather ugly face, who was now approach- 
ing the quartermastcr’s platoon. Not knowing 
what he would report to the general, how to 
explain his presence at the kitchens, he gave the 
comunand, 

“Atten-shun! Right dress! Comrade General, 
quartermaster’s platoun, first battery, second 
division... .” 
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He did not complete his report. The general 
plunged his stick into the snow and halted in 
front of the stiffly motionless platoon. His hard 
eyes tumed inquiringly to Colonel Deyev. From 
his great height Deyev responded with a reassur- 
ing ood. smiled and responded in a firm young 
baritone. 

“No casualtics bere, Comrade General, All 
present and correct. That so, Sergeant-Major?” 

“Not one man missing, Comrade Colonel!” 
Skorik bellowed, dilating his eyes devotedly and 
for some unknown reason speaking in a_semi- 
Ukrainian dialect. “Battery Sergeant-Major 
Skonk!" 

And with his chest bulging gallantly he froze 
into an attitude of utter obedience. 

Kuznetsov was standing within four paces of 
the general and could sec the rimed corners 
of his Astrakhan collar, the Ican bluish checks, 
perfectly shaven, the deep folds round the reso- 
lutely clenched jaw; the shrewd glance of a man 
who had experienced much in his fifty years 
probed the ungainly figures of the drivers, then 
settled on the pctrificd Agure of the sergeant- 
major, as if tu strip him naked. The sergeant- 
major brought his heels together, stuck his chest 
out even further and seemed to lean forward. 

“You don't have to look like a dril! sergeant,” 
the gencral remarked in his grating voice. “At 
ease.” 

He withdrew his glance trom the sergeant- 
major and the platoon, and tured it on 
Kuznetsov. 

“What connection have vou, Comrade Lieuten- 
ant, with the quartermaster’s platoon?” 

Kuznetsov drew himself silently to atten- 
tron. 
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“Wore yott caught hetc by the raid?” Colonel 
Deyev suggested encouragingly: but there was 
encouragement only in his yoice. After the 
sergeant-majors report Deyey's brows had 
joined at the bridge of his nose, “Speak wp. You 
have been asked a question, Lieutenant.” 

Kuznetsov felt the pressure of the calonel’s 
impatience, noticed Sergeant-Major Skorik and 
all his miscellancous platoon turn their heads in 
his direction. saw the escorting officers shifting 
their fect uncomfortably, and mally blurted out, 
“No, Comrade Gencra).” 

Colonel Deyev brought his ginger eyelashes 
together and squintcd at Kuznetsov, as at sine 
irvitating obstacle. 

“What do you mean ‘no’, Lieutenant?” 

“No,” Kuznetsov repeated. “I was not caught 
here by the raid. | am looking for one of my gun 
commanders. He was absent at rofl call. But | 
think... ." 

“No gun commanders in the quartermaster’s 
platoon, Comrade Gencral!" the sergcant-major 
bellowed, taking a decp breath and staring at 
Bessonov with bulging eyes. 

But Ecssonov appeared not to hear him, 

“Are you strarght trom training school, Lieu- 
tenant? Or have you been in action before?” 

“IT was in action—far three months in 1941,” 
Kuznetsov stated, not very firmly. “IL have just 
passed out of artrtery school.” 

“Artillery school,” Besamnoy repeated. “So you 
are searching for one of your gun commanders? 
Have you looked among the wounded?” 

“There are no dead or wounded in the battery,” 
Kuznetsov replied, Iccling that the general's 
question had heen evoked by an impression of his 
helplessness and inexperience. 
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“And as you yourself know. Lieutenant, no 
one can be cuunted missing behind his own 
lines.”” Bessonuv observed drily. “There is only 
one nume for those who are imissing in the rear— 
deserters. I hope this ts not a case im point, 
Colone! Deyey-” 

The division commander paused over his 
answer. It grew very quict. Faint voiecs and the 
hissing of Uhe engine could be heard im the 
distance. Bulfers clanked at the front of the 
train, where the two blazing Pullman cars were 
being uncoupled. 

“Tam waiting for an unswer.” 

Colonel Deyev spoke up with csaggerated 
confidence. 

“The commander of the artillery regiment is 
new to his post. But there have been no such 
incidents to date, Comrade General. And | trust 
there won't be any. T am sure there won't, 
Comrade General.” 

The corner of Bessoney’s harsh mouth twitched. 

“Thank you for your assurance, Colonel.” 

The quartermaster’s platoon still stood motion- 
less. Sergeant-Majur Skorik, petrited at two 
paces from its ranks, was making grotesque signs 
1o Kuznetsov with his eyebrows, but to no avail 
Kuznetsov had feli the genetal’s restrained dis- 
satisfaction during his conversation with the divi- 
sion commander, the anxious attention of the staff 
officers and vet, as if overcoming some obstacle 
within himself, he asked, “May } go now, Com- 
rade Goncral?” 

Bessonov stared silently imto Kuznetsov’s pale 
face. The chilly staff officers furtively rubbed 
their ears and shifted their feet. They could not 
quite understand why the commander of the 
army should waste so much ume with a mere 
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quartermaster's platoon. No one, including 
Colonel Devey and Kuznetsov, could know what 
was in Bessoney’s mind at that moment. The 
generaf was thinking, as he had often been 
thinking of lute, about hts cithteen-ycar-old son 
who had been reported missing on the Volkhov 
Front in June. Indircelly, he had been telhnag 
himself, it was his fault that his son was missing. 
although he knew perfectly well that in war 
there arc times when nothing cam save a aman 
from a bullet or the ruthless hand of fate. “You 
may go, Lieutenant,” he said after a pute, seeing 
the young man’s clumsy ellorts to fight the 
confusion caused by his glance. “Go.” 

Grun-faced, he brought Ings hand to his tall 
Astrakhan hut and, surrounded by the group of 
staff officers, strode on along the train, Jimping 
slightly on his lame Jeg, which was beginning to 
feel the cold. 

Cold always sharpened the pain in his leg and 
this had been happening more and more often 
of late. When he came out vo! hospital, he had 
known that the pain in the nerve, which had 
been touched by a shell fragment, would persist 
for a long time, and that he would have to get 
used to it. But the fact that he had to bear a 
troublesome, almost continuous pain in his shin, 
which caused a nuimbness in the toes of his nght 
foot and at times gave rise to something very 
much like fear of the meaningless inactivity of 
hospital, to which he was afraid of being con- 
signed for a second time if the wound opencd, 
and the fact that ever since bis appointment to 
this army he had been thinking of the fate of 
his son—both these things compled together 
caused in him certain alarming tremors of spiril- 
ual inadequacy, a strange instability, which he 
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had alwavs found intolerable whether in himself 
or others. 

‘There had not been very many unexpected 
events in his life. But this new appointment—to 
command an army—had come like a bolt from 
the blue. He had taken over this fresh army, 
which had just been activated far back im the 
Russian heartland, when it was already being 
entrained (up to eighteen trains were bemg sent 
off te Lhe front daily}, and today’s inspection uf 
one of its divisions atter the Messerschmitts’ 
raid had not quite satisfied him. This dissatistac- 
tion had been caused by the lack of air cover in 
the detraining area. Having listened to the 
explanations offered by the movements officer, 
“Our lighters had only just flown away, Comrade 
General,” he had exploded. “What do you 
meau—'‘llown away’! Ours flew away and the 
Germans flew over at just the right time! Such 
air cover is uscless!’” Now he regretted his out- 
burst because it was not the station movements 
afhcer who was responsible for air cover; he just 
happened to be the first person who had caught 
his eye. 

As he walked away from the quartermaster’s 
platoon Bessonov heard Deyey, who had stayed 
behind, speaking in lowered tones, 

“What was all this nonsense about, Lieutenant? 
Of you go and find him—like a shot from a 
gunl { give you half an houwr—preciscly half an 
hour!” 

But Bessonoy pretended not to haye heard 
anything when the colonel caught him up near a 
truck loaded with guns, talking as if nothing had 
happened. 

“T know that battery, Comrade Commander, 
and have complete confidence in them. 1 
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remetober them on exercises during activation, 
Bul the platoon commanders really are very 
youns. Haven't found their feet yet... .” 

“What are you making excuses for, Colonel?” 
Bessonov interrupted. “Be more clear, more 
factual.” 

Im sorry. Comrade General. I didn't want 
foie 

“What didn't you want? Precisely’ A wearied 
expression appeared on Bessonov’s face. “I'm not 
a ten-year-old, you know. So it’s no guod ratthng 
your spurs in front of me. I'm quite deaf to that 
kind of thing.” 

“Comrade Communder, ...” 

“As regards your division, Colonel, I shall 
form an opinion of it only after its first engage- 
ment. Remember that. If it oltends you, I'll get 
over it somehow.” 

Colonc]l Deyeyr shrugged his shoulders des- 
pondenily. 

“Ll fave no right to be offended, Comrade 
Commander.” 

, “Yes, you have! As long as you know what 
or!” 

Jabbing hin stick into the snow, Bessonov 
looked round at the subducd staf! officers. He 
did not know them well cnough yet either. They 
stood silent, avoiding any part in the conversa- 
tion. 

“Atten-shun! Right dress!” a loud command 
came from another unit drawn up beside the 
train, 

“Third 129-mm howitzer battery. Comrade 
General,” said Colonel Deyev. 

“Let's look at your howitzer battery then,” 
Bessonev said casually. 
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Chapter Three 


Kuznetsov glanced into the small brick build- 
ing of the station just in case Ukhanov might be 
there. but he was not. ‘lwo low-ceilinged rooms, 
dingily cold and deserted, a few dirty, battered 
benches, a dark muyh of unmelting snow spread 
over the floor by numerous boots, an iron stove 
with a pipe leading out of the boarded-up win- 
dow and a sour stench from the greatcoats of 
the soldicrs who came in from every passing 
train. 

When Kuznetsov came out into the fresh air 
and the light of the fresty sun, the train was 
standing just as before on the glittering plain 
of snow, except for a black cone of smoke nsing 
into the windless sky on the left, where the 
Pullman cars were burning themselves out in a 
siding. The cngine was hissing steam on to the 
track before a lowered signal. The motionless 
ranks of the batteries showed up plainly against 
the backpround of the train. About half a kilo- 
metre away across the steppe vertical columns 
of smoke rose from the chimneys of the village 
hidden in the ravine. 

Where can 1 look for him? Surely he isn’t 
in that blasted village the sergeant-maior mcn- 
tioned? Why should he be there? In angry des- 
peration Kuznetsov sct off at a run along the 
smoothly gouged ruts of the sledge read leading 
to the village. 

Rools glittered white in the ravine ahead, 
small low windows banked with prodigious drifts 
flashed like mirrors--al} quict and deserted in 
the peacefulness of early morning. Everyone 
seemed to be asleep in their warm cottuges ot 
perhaps enjoying an unhurried breakfast, as if 
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the Messerschmitts’ raid had never been; no doubt 
it was something they had grown accustomed to. 

Breathing in the smell of dricd dung smoke 
which was like that of a freshly baked bread, 
Kuznetsov walked down into the ravine and 
along a narrow path with horse droppings frozen 
int its surface that formed the only street through 
the village, He passed gnarled old willows all 
sugared with [rost, standing in front of cottages 
with carved platbands and, not knowing which 
cottage to call at, or where to Jook, came to the 
end of the street and haltcd in confusion. 

Everything seemed so placid, s0 well eslab- 
lished and rustically cosy. Perhaps because the 
train and the station were out of sight. he began 
to fecl detached from the men he had left behind 
by the vans and trucks, For a moment he fancied 
the war did not cxist at all and there was only 
this bright frosty morning, this stillness and 
the gmepls shadows of the smoke on the snowy 
roofs. 

“TJi, there, uncle! What do you want?” came 
a squeaky little voice. 

On the other side of a wattle fence a small 
figure wrapped in a sheepskin was bending over 
an ice-covered well irame, lowering a bucket on 
the end of a pole. 

“Have you scen a soldier here?” Kuznetsov 
asked, going up to the well and asking a ques- 
tion he had prepared in his mind betorehand. 
“Did a soldier pass by here?” 

“Eh” 

A pair of dark eyes peeped inquisitively out 
of the depths of the shaggy collar. They belonged 
to a boy of about ten. His voice chirped gently 
as the thin chapped fingers worked the well- 
sweep. 
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“Have you seen a soldier about here?” 
Kuznetsov repeated. “Tm looking for my friend.” 

“No one here now,” the boy answered brightly 
from the shaggy depths of the huge sheepskin 
enveloping him to his ankles. “But plenty of 
soldiers come here. rom the trains. To change 
things. If youve got a jersey, uncle, or a tunic, 
Mum would swap il right away. Or some soap? 
Mum's just becn baking some bread. . 

“No.” Kuznetsov replied. “I don't want 
to swap anything. l'm looking lor a friend of 
mine. 

“Qr undies?” 

“What?” 

“Undies. Mum wanted a pair for herself if 
they were warm ones. So she said.’ 

“No,” 

The well-sweep ercaked and the hoy retrieved 
his bucket full of winter-heavy well water, placed 
it with auch splashing on the thickly iced well 
fraine, then took a fresh grip om the handle and, 
dragging the tail of bis sheepskin through the 
snow, bent almost double, carried the bucket oll 
to the house. 

“Cheerio for now!” But then his red fingers 
pulled back the collar and the black eyes shot 
a sidelong glance at Kuznctsov. “Was that your 
friend, uncle? The one who was at Kaidalik the 
Cripple’s?” 

“What? Who's this Kaidafik?” And even as 
he asked the question Kuznetsov saw the head 
and shoulders of Senior Sergeant Ukhanov above 
the fence of the fast cottage. 

Ukhanov was coming down the steps of the 
porch, putting on his cap; his face was flushed. 
cali and content. Fycrything about him secmed 
to suggest that, having enjoyed the warmth and 


comfort of the house, he had now come out to 
take a walk. 

“A, Lieutenant, top of the morning to youl” 
Ulhanoy cried jovially, and smiled. “How da 
you come to be here? Youre not looking for me, 
are you? Thought | saw one of our chaps out 
of the window.” 

He strolled up to Kuznetsov. splitting pumpkin 
seeds between his teeth and spitting out the shells 
like a village lad, then dipped his hand into his 
pocket and offered him a handful of large yel- 
lowish sceds. 

“ATL niccly roasted,” he said peaceably, “Try 
some. l'ye got four pockets full. Well have 
cnough to last the whole platoon te Stalingrad.” 
But a glanee mty Kuznetsov 8 aANATY eyes maidle 
him ask half seriously, “What's the matter? Come 
on. out with it, Lieutenant. Here, grab these 
seeds. , : 

“Put those sceds away!” Kuznetsov snapped. 
turning pale. “So you were sitting here in a 
warm cottage chewing pumpkin seeds while the 
Messers shot up our train? Who gave you permis- 
sion to leave the platoon? Do you realise what 
you can be considered after that?” 

Ukhanov’s contented expression vanished aad 
with it hia alr of a well-fed village lad; instead 
he looked mockingly unperturbed. 

“Ah. so that’s itl Well. let me tell you, Lieu- 
tenant. | was there all right during the raid. [ 
wax crawling on my belly by the well. and I 
came down to the village because a railwayman 
at the station who waa lying flat beside ime Lipped 
me off that the train would be held up for a 
bit.... But what's the use of bickering!’ Smiling 
wrily. Ukhanev split a pumpkin seed and spat 
out the shell at his feet. “lf there are no further 
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questions, T agree to everything. Consider yon’ve 
caught a deserter. But God forbid. I didn’t mean 
to let you down, Lieutenant!” 

“Come on, hack to the train! And chuck those 
seeds away you know where?” Kuznetsov cut 
him shori. “Get moving.” 

“ATI right. But don’t let’s quarrel, Licutenant.” 

The fact that he had lost his temper at the 
sight of Ukhanov’s imperturhable calm and 
apparent indifference to everything, and the fact 
that he could not understand this indifference 
towards something that he felt to be imporiant, 
made Kuznetsov even more angry and, lapsing 
into a metallic tone of voicc that he himself found 
unpleasant, he concluded: 

“Why the hell can’t you use your brains! 
There’s been a check-up in the hattcrics, we'll 
probably be detraining at the next station, and 
ane of aur gun commanders is missing! What do 
you expect me to think?” 

“Uf anything's said. Lieutenant, I take all the 
blame. I was swapping soap for seeds in the 
village. What the hell—if’ll all blow over. They 
can’t send you further than the frent or give you 
anything worse than a bullet,” Ukhanoy replied 
and, as they climbed out of the ravine, he turned 
to Jook back at the glittering roofs. the mirror- 
like windows under the fluffy willows. and the 
bluc shadows of smoke on the snowdrifts, “It’s 
a teal darting of a village! And the girls aro 
smashine—Ukrainians or Cossacks. One came 
into the house while 1 was there—-brows like 
arrows, blue eyes, and the way she walked!” He 
pansed, throwing back his head and screwing up 
his antlinching light-coloured eyes. “Look at 
that, T.ieutenant, I do believe some of our fighters 
have actually appeared. That settles it. We'll he 
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detraining here for sure. Look at the air cover 
they're riving us!” 

The Jaw winter sun now hung like a white 
disk over the sprawling shape of the troop train, 
the wneoupled engine and the grey ranks of the 
soldiers. while high above the steppe, over the 
two Pullman cars burning out in the siding, a 
pair of Soviet fighters on patrol were soaring and 
diving on their thin silvery wings, as if bathing 
in the frosty blue. 

“Back to the van—al the double!’ Kuznetscv 
ordered. 


Chapter Four 


*Batlery! Detrain! Unload the guns! Out with 
the horses!” 

“Just our luck, boys! The whole regiment’s on 
wheels except our horse-drawn battery.” 

“A tank can’t spot a horse so easily, cam it?” 

“What's it going to be—a nice long walk or 
is Fritz just round the corner?” 

“No necd to hurry. You'll get to the neat 
world soon enouzh. Know what it’s like on the 
Iront line? Your song’s over before you've got 
your accordion out.” 

“What are you moaning for? What I want fo 
know is whether they'll give us any baccy before 
we go into action? Or has the sergeant-major 
grabbed it all? The mean old devil! They said 
we'd be fed during the march.” 

“Not a sergeant-major but a dead loss, that's 
what he is.” 

“At Stalingrad we've got the Germans nicely 
bottled up. That must be where we're gomg. Ah 
if only we'd surrounded “em in forty-onc. Where 
should we be by new!” 


“This qwind’s a sure sign of frost. It'll be a 
lot colder by evening!” 

“We'll be hitting the Germans by this eve- 
ning. You won't be cold then, | reckon.” 

“So what? Took after your privates, mate— 
that’s the main thing. Or thev'll be an icicle 
when you get to the front linc. Then you'll need 
a certificate before vou go home ta ¥our wife.” 

“Which way to Stalingrad, chaps?” 

Pour haurs ago when they had detrained at 
that last small junction in the steppe—the last 
before the front—and, all together, in platoons, 
had rolled the guns down the logs from Lhe snow- 
covered wagons and led out the stumbling, 
bemused horses which, snorting and rolling their 
eyes excitedly, af once began to munch snow 
beside the track, and when the whale battery 
had started loading up. tossing crates of shells 
on to the carts and bringing their personal weap- 
ons and cquipment, packs and mess-tins out of 
the deserted vans that they were all so sick of. 
and then formed up in column of route, everyone 
had been seized by the feverish excitement thal 
atises from any {fresh departure, Regardless of 
what might lie ahead. everyone telt an irrepres- 
sible rise in spirits, and was only too ready to 
laugh al any joke or good-natured cursing. 
Warmed up by the work, they nudged each other 
in the ranks, ylancing devotedly at the platoon 
commander asx though they were all equally 
aware of the new. unknown turn thal was about 
to take place in their lives. 

In those minutes Lieutenant Kuznetsov had 
suddenly felt this all-embracing unity of tens, 
hundreds and fhousands of people in expecta- 
tion of imminent and unknown battle and net 
without excitement had realised that it was these 


minutes before they set out for the front line 
that had made the bond between them sccure 
and lasting. Even the perpetually pale luce of 
Lieutenant Drozdovsly. the battery commander, 
seemed less coldly inscrutable and = cverything 
Kuznetsov had expericneed during and after the 
Mesrerschmitts’ attack scerned te him now for- 
gotten and relegated forever to the past. TTis 
Tecent conversation with Drozdoysky had also 
faded out uf mind. Contrary to expectations. 
Drozdovsky had not listened to Kuznctsoy's report 
on the state of his platoon (saying that Ukhanov 
had turned up} and had interrupted him with 
the impatience of one engaged in more urgent 
affairs. “Carry on with unloading your platoon. 
And wind everything's up to the mark! Is that 
clear?” “Quite clear,” Kuznetsov had replied and 
gone off to his van, where the commander of the 
first eun now slood surrounded by his men as if 
nothing whatever had occurred. The presenti- 
ment of battle had obliterated the experiences of 
the journey and now. in retrospect, they seemed 
trivial to Kuznetsny and. apparently, wo Droz- 
dovsky as well. Like the whole battery, they were 
conipletely taken up wiih this oew venture into 
the unknown that was all compressed in the onc 
metallic word—Stalinerad, 

However, after four hours’ march across the 
iev steppe, amid utterly deserted wastes of snow 
without a single farm or harulct, without a single 
rest. and without the promised field kitchens, the 
voices and laughter gradually died away. The 
excitemeol evaporated and the men plodded on 
damp with sweat, their eyes watering and sting- 
ing from the endless cruel glitter of the sunlit 
snowdrifts. Occasionally a distant rumble would 
he heard trem somewhere behind and to the left. 
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Then even this faded away and no one could 
understand why the front. which ought to have 
heen getting nearer, did nothing of the kind, 
why the rumbling had been behind them, and 
now they could think of nothing but where the 
front was and in what direction the column was 
moving. They marched on listening intently, now 
and then grabbing handfuls of crusty snow from 
the roadside and eating it but, though it scratched 
their lips, it did nothing to slake their thirst. 

The huge columm began to straggle. The pace 
flaeged and the men marched with less and less 
determination. Some of them were alrcady hold- 
ing on to the shields of the guns, the limbers and 
the ammunition carts, which were dragged on 
and on by the small shaggy Mongolian horses. 
mechanically swinging their heads. their wet 
muzzies furred with hoarfrost. The flanks of the 
wheel-horses, glistening damply in the sun. 
steamed in their artillery harness and the drivers 
swayed numbly on their sturdy backs. The wheels 
of the guns creaked, a muffled knocking came 
from the cross-bars and new and then from 
behind there could be heard the moaning roar 
af a Z18 lorry, skidding as it tried to climb ont 
of a gully. The crunch of snow ander a multitude 
of feet. the rhythmical beat of the sweating horses’ 
heols, the strained chugging of the tractors 
towing the heavy howitzers, all merged inte a 
monotonous, somnolent sound, and aboye all this, 
above the sounds, above the road, above the guns, 
above the machines and the men. there hung 
suspended from the icy blue a heavy white canopy 
pricked with iridescent needles of sunlight, in 
which the column, now stretched out right across 
the steppe, moved mechanically, as if in a state 
of trance. 
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For some time now Kuznetsov had abandoned 
his place at the head of his platoon and had been 
marching behind the second gun. The tunic under 
his quilted jacket and greateoat was stuck to 
his chest, and from under his cap warm streams 
of sweat trickled off his burning temples and 
froze at onec in the wind, drawing the skin 
tight. The platoon straggled along in complete si- 
lence; it had long since Jost its original smar(ness 
which had so delighted Kuznetsov when they 
had tnarched out into the steppe with their 
jokes and causeless laughter, leaving the dctrain- 
ing point behind them. Before his cyes there 
now loomed a line of unsteadily heaving backs 
with the ugly humps of field packs and straps 
pulled all awry by the weight of grenades. 
Some of the packs already lay discarded on the 
limbers. 

Kuznetsov trudged on in weary indifference, 
waiting only for the command to halt and rest. 
Looking round from time to time, he noticed the 
despondently hobbling figure of Chibisov, and 
gun layer Nechayey, only recently such a smart 
young sailor, now pladding along with an_un- 
recognisably disagreeable expresyion on his facc. 
his moustache wet and thickly eoated with frost, 
which he kept blowing on and licking at in a 
strange fashion. 

When would they call a halt? Would they 
ever? 

“When are they going to call a halt? Flave they 
forgotten?” he heard behind him the ringing, 
indignant voice of Licutenant Daylatyan; 
Kuznetsov was always surprised by the innocent, 
schoolboy freshness of that voice; it awakened 
pleasantly nostalgic memories of a happy, care- 
free time in which Davylatyan was probably still 


living but which seemed vague and distant to 
Kuznctsov. 

He turned his head with difficulty. fecling the 
clinging damp cold of the celluloid collar that 
had been issued to him with his new uniform 
on passing out of training school. Davlatyan, the 
commander of No. 2 Platoon. with large eyes 
and a thin [ace, unprotected by a cap comforter, 
was hurrying to catch up with him, munching a 
lump of snow with gusto as if it were a piece 
of sugar. 

“Listen here, Kuznetsov!” he said in his ring- 
iny schanlboy voice. “As the Koinsamo! orgamser 
of this battery. |] want to ask your advice. Do 
you mind?” 

“What is it, Goga?” Kuznetsov used his first 
mame as he had always done at training school. 

“Have you read the latest German coneoc- 
tion?” Sucking at the snow, Davlatyan pulled a 
folded yellow sheet out of his pocket and [rowned. 

asymoy found it in a ditch. Must have been 
dropped by aircraft at night. ‘Vhey're fairly 
hissing with spite now.” 

“Show it me, Gogit.” 

Kuznetsov took the Jeailet. unfolded it and 
ran his eyes over the large print 

“Stalingrad bandits! 

“You have temporarily succeeded in surround- 
ing some of the German forces at Stalingrad, 
which our au force hus reduced to rubble. You 
need nol rejoice! Abandon hope that you will 
now start to advance! We shall still give you 
hell down your street! We shall drive you across 
the Velga to fecd the Siberian fice. You arc 
powerless against our glorious undefeated army. 
Run while your wretched skins are still whole, 
Soviel cul-throats!” 
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“They're just about fuaming at the mouth,’ 
Davlatyan said as Kuznetsov finished reading and 
folded the sheet with a dry laugh. “They never 
thouht we'd make it so hot for them at Stalin- 
giad. What do vou think of this propaganda?” 

*You're right, Goga. It’s quite a concoction.” 
Kuznetsov replied, fianding back the leaflet. “I 
don't think I’ve ever read so much sheer abuse 
before. In “41 they took a very different line: 
‘Surrender and don’t forget to bring your spoon 
and mess-tin with you!’ They used to shower us 
with that hind of leaflet every might.” 

“D’you know what | think of such propaganda?” 
Davlatyan said. “It's the snarl of a dog _ that 
knows what's coming to it. Thal’s what it is.” 

He crumpled the leaflet, threw it down on the 
roadside and broke into a laugh that again re- 
minded Kuznctsov of something distantly fami- 
liar, sunny as a spring day scen through a school 
window dappled with the warm light and shade 
of linden Icaves. 

“Have you noticed anything?” Davlatyan 
resumed, falling inlo step beside Kuznetsov. “First 
we were marching wes!. now we've turned sauth. 
Where are we going?” 

“To the front line.” 

“| know that) myself. What a discovery!” 
Daylatyan snorted indignantly, but his long, 
prune-like cyes remained alert. “Stalingrad is 
behind us now. You've been in action before, 
you tell me this—why hayen't we been given 
any destination? Where are we supposed to be 
going? Is it a secret? Do you know anything? 
Perhaps not to Stalingrad at all?” 

“Wherever it is. itll be the front line, Gnga,” 
Kuznetsov replied. “Nowhere else but the front 
line.” 


Daylatvan’s sharp-pointed nose twitched of- 
fendedly. 

“What's that—an aphorism? Am TU supposed 
to laugh? J know all thal. But where could the 
front be in this area? We ure heading roughly 
southwest, Want to look at the compass? 

“| know we're going southwest.” 

“Ttll be a shame if it’s not Stalingrad. They'll 
be smashing up the Germans there while we're 
lett kicking our heels in the back of beyond.” 

Licutenant Davlatyan obviously wanted — to 
discuss the matter seriously but Kuznetsov knew 
it was no usc. Neither of them knew the divi- 
sion’s exact route, which seemed to have been 
altered on the march. All they could surmise was 
that their destination was not Stalingrad, which 
had been left behind with the distant rumble of 
guns, 

» “Close ranks!" came the command from the 
front, unwillingly passed on dewn the column. 
“Step it out!” 

“Nothing's clear at the moment,” Kuznetsov 
replied, glancing at the cotumn straggling cnd- 
lessly across the steppe. “We're going somewhere. 
And they keep urging us on. Perhaps we're inov- 
ing along the ring of encirclement. Yester- 
day’s communiqué reported renewed fighting 
there.” 

“That would be fine! ... Close up there, lads!” 
Dayvlatyan passed on the command with a train- 
ing school flourish in his voice, but it ended in a 
splutter and he laughed cheerfully. “This choc- 
icc must have gone down the wrong way! Why 
don't you have some: It qucnches your thirst. 
I've been sweating like a pig!” And he again 
started sucking bis lump of snow, as if it were 
sugar. 
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“You liked choc-ices, did you? [brow it away, 
Goga. You'll be on the sick list soon, I think 
youre a bit hoarse already,” Kuznetsov said, 
gtinning involuntarily. 

“On the sick list? Never!’ Daviatyan ex- 
claimed. 

And like a schoothoy before the examimations 
he spat superstitiously three times over his 
shoulder, then with a tore serious air threw 
down the tump of snow. 

“| know what it’s like being in the medical 
battalion. ‘Lerrible boref I got stuck there for 
whole sununer! You lie there like a clot and all 
you hear is, ‘Nurse, can | have the bed-pan, can 
1 have the bottle!’ It was just too ridiculous. | 
had only just arrived at the Voronezh front and 
on the very next day | picked up some daft infec- 
tion. Potty kind of ifness. And that was all 
the fighting 1 did! I nearty went mad with 
shame?” 

Davlatyan snorted again contemptuously but 
at once looked sharply at Kuznetsoy, as though 
to warn him that the illness had been no fault 
of his and he was not to be laughed at. 

‘What illness was it, Goga?” 

“The potticst kind you can imagine.” 

“Ope of those gruesome diseases? Mh, Lieuten- 
ant?” Nechayev’s derisive voice came from the 
column. “How did you manage it? Lack of expe- 
rience?” 

With his collar up and hands in pockets, 
Nechayev was plodding along behind a gun. The 
talk had jivened him up a litle and, as he glanced 
sideways at Davtatyan, his blue lips twisted into 
a frozen smirk. “No need to be shy, Lieutenant. 
It can happen to anyone.” 

“You old lecher!” Davlatyan bellowed, and 
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hig sharp nose swung round indignantly on 
Nechayey. “What's all this daft nonsense! [ bad 
dysentery! Infectious dysentery!” 

“That's just as bad.” Nechayey made no 
attempt to argue and slapped his mittens together. 
“TIow did you come te such a pass, Lieutenant?’ 

“Stop this nunsense! At once!” Daviatyan’s 
voice hruke inte a falsetta, and he blinked like 
an conv] in daylight. “You're always talking some 
kind of rubbish!” 

Nechayev’s frost-coated moustache twitelied 
mockingly, revealing the bluish gleam of perlect 
young teeth. 

“What 7 say, Comrade Licutenant, is that we're 
all God's creatures... .” 

“You may be one of God's creatures but I'm 
not!” Davlatyau announced in quite absurd 
indignation. “dL makes me sick to listen to you. 
You talk as if you never do anything else in 
life—like a sultan or something! Your trashy 
talk must make all the women wecp!” 

“That's not what makes them weep, Licuten- 
ant. Its something different.” Again a grin 
hovered under Nechayey’s moustache. “Il you 
don’t take her to the registry ollice, she’s ali in 
tears and hysterics. The womentalk are like that. 
They beckun and cling to you with one band. 
and push you away with the ather—get out, you 
nasiy thing. leave me in peace, you ought to be 
ashamed, and so on. Flirt and fish—that’s their 
psychology. You haven't had much practical 
experience, icutenant. Take my advice and learn 
while Sergeant Nechaycy is alive. 1 pass on the 
experience gained by ubservation.” 

“What right have you to talk like this about 
women?” Davlatyan hnally exploded, now look- 
img ke a ruffled sparrow. “What do you mean 
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by practical experience? Your ideas are only fit 
foy the gutter!” 

He had actually begun to slammer with in- 
dignation and his cheeks had come out in deep 
scarlet spots. He had not learned to suppress the 
blushes evoked by the men’s swearing and cyuical 
talle about women, and this, too, belonged to that 
distant schoolboy past that he stiJ] retained but 
that Kuznetsoy had now almost lost; Kuznetsov 
had grown used to a lot of things after hiv 
summer baptisin ol fire at Roslavl. 

“Go back to your gun, Nechayev,” Kuznetsov 
intervened. “Don't you realise you are ittcrrupt- 
ing a private conversation?” 

“Yes, Comrade Licutenant,” Nechayey 
drawled, and with a casual gesture resembling 
a salute withdrew to the gun. 

“Youre a heutenant, you know, Goga, you'd 
better get used to it,” Kuznetsov said. trying not 
to daugh at the sight of Davlatyan turning up 
his violet nose with an air of uncompromising 
determination, 

“L don’t want to get used to it! Why should 
I? Making such hints! What are we, a lot of 
animals?" 

“Close up there! Keep up with your guns! Be 
ready to hode therm back!” 

Druzdovsky was riding towards the battery 
frem the head of the column, Ie sat very straight, 
as if inoulded in the saddle; his face under his 
slightly tilted cap was inscrutable and stern; he 
slowed down from a tret to a walk, then reined 
in his strong-legged shaggy Mongolian horse 
beside the column and for several uninutes 
scrutinised the platoons straggling by. Every chin 
was scaled with a [rost-heavy cap comforter, 
eyery collar tumed up. Field packs swung un- 
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steadily from sagging shoulders. It seemed that 
no command other than the command ty halt 
could stimulate obedience in this rabble of weary 
men. Drozdoysky was annoyed at the battery 3 
Jack of smartness, its apathy and indifference, 
but what particularly irritated him was the feld 
packs and meys-tins piled up on the gun limbcrs. 
There was ¢ven somcone’s carbine protruding 
among them like a stick. 

“Brace up!” Drozdovsky rose springily in his 
yurrups. “Keep your proper intervals! Whose 
packs are those on the gun litubers? Whose 
carbine js that? Clear the limbers!” 

But no one made any move to get his pack 
and the men nearest to him merely quickened 
their pace a little in a pretence of obeying the 
order. Standing even higher in his stirrups, Droz- 
dovsky let the baitery go past, then cracked his 
whip resolutely against his felt byot. 

“Guo platoon commanders, report to me!” 

Kuznetsov and Davlatyan went over to him 
together. Drozdovsky leaned slighUy out of hts 
saddle and spoke sharply, blazing at both of them 
with his transhucent wind-rcddened cyes. 

“The fact that there has been no halt is no 
excuse for letting the battery go to pieces on the 
march! [yen carbines on the gun lmbers. Or 
do your nen no Jonger obey you?’ 

‘Everyone's dog-Gred, Battcry Commander,” 
Kuznetsay said quietly. “Thats obvious.’ 

“Even the horses can hardly breathe,” Dav- 
latyan added, and stroked the damp, icicle- 
hung wuzzle of the battery commander's horse. 
which had sprayed his mitten with its steaming 
breath. 

Drozdovsky tugged the rein and the horse's 
head jerked back. 


“My platoon commanders ure so lyrically- 
wuanded,” he said sarcastically. “ Everyone's dog- 
ured’, ‘the horses can hardly breathe’. Are we 
going w a tea-party or to the front line? Do 
you want to be kind and gentle? Under kind 
commanders people die like flics at the front! 
Do you expect us to Aght saying, please, forgive 
mel’ all the time? Now just listen. If in five 
minutes from now therg are any packs or carbines 
still lying on the Jnnbers you, the platoon com- 
manders, will carry them on your own shoulders! 
Is that clear?” 

“Quite clear,” 

Realising the harsh truth in Drozdoysky’s 
words, Kuznetsov saluted and strode away to the 
gun limbers while Davlatyan ran back to bis own 
platvon. 

“Whose belongings are these?” Kuznetsov 
shouted, pullimg a pack and its clattering wess-tin 
olf one of the limbers, “Whose carbine?” 

The men looked round with grudging glances, 
mechanically straightening their packs on their 
shoulders. A surly voice said: “Who left his junk 
here? Chibisov, wasn't it?” 

“Chibisov!? Nechayev bawled in his best 
sergeant’s style. “Lieutenant wants you!” 

Little Chihisov, in his ill-fitting greatcoat that 
was both too short and too wide for him, limped 
hurricdly trum the ammunition carts to the 
limbers bumping into other men as he went, his 
face set in that Gver-rcady smile of his. 

“fa this your pack? This your carling?” Kuz- 
neisov asked, suddenly embarrassed by the way 
Chibisov fussed about round the limber, acknowl- 
edging his mistake in every look and movement. 

“Yes, it’s mine, Comrade Lieutenant, mine. ...” 
Steam was scttling on the iresty wool of his com~- 
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forter, his voice was husky, “Very sorry, Cum- 
rade Lieutenant. Rubbed a blister on my heel. 
1 thought if I was to leave off a few things. I'd 
find it a bit easier for my loot.” 

“Are you tired?” Kuznctsoy asked suddenly, 
dropping his voice and locking round at Droz- 
dovsky, The battery commander, erect as usual, 
was riding past the column, watching them. 

“Don’t lag behind, Chibisov,” Kuznetsov 
ordered, still in a low yoiee, “Keep up with the 
lumbers.” 

“Very good, Lieutenant. Just as vou say.... 


Chibisov staggered on weakly after the gun. 

“And whose is this?” Kuznetsov asked, picking 
up anather pack. 

At that moment he heard a laugh behind hit. 
He thought it was someone laughing at his 
sergeant-major attitude or at Chibisoy, and looked 
round. 

To the lett of the gun, Ukhanoy was padding 
bear-like alang at the side of the road, laughing 
and talking to Zoya, while she listened and 
nodded absently with a perspiring, exhausted 
tace. Her belt was very tight and the medical 
bag was missing from her side; that, too, must 
be on one of the carts. 

Apparently they had both been at the rear 
of the battery and had just caught up with the 
guns. The weary gunmers gave them unfriendly 
glances, as if seeking some hidden meaning in 
Ukhanov’s affected gatety. 

“What's he neighing tor like a stud-horse?" 
the elderly driver Rubin remarked, his square 
body swaying in the saddle as he seraped at his 
frozen chin with his mitten. “Wants to shew the 
wench how lively he is! Look at that, mate,’ he 
tured to Chibisov, “the way our battery pups 
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dance attendance on that weneh! Thev've for- 
gatten all about fighting.” 

“Vih2" Chibisov responded, hurrying conscien- 
tiously utter the limber. Tle blew his nose and 
wiped his fingers on his zreatcoat. “Sorry, but I 
didn’t catch what you said.” 

“Are yuu deaf or putting it on, you P.OLW.? 
These pups, 1 said!” Rubin shouted. “You and 
me, we wouldn't have a woman now if she was 
offcred te us on a plate.... But they don’t care!” 

“Aye, that’s right, they don’t care,” Chibisov 
inuttered, 

“What's right? Nothing’s right. Just a Tot of 
loungers from town, that’s what they are! Always 
pallivanting about round a skirt. Downsight daft, 
Y call it” 

“Cut out this stupid talk, Rubin” Kuznctsov 
snapped angrily, dropping behind the limber and 
gluncing in the direction of Zoya’s white shecp- 
skin. 

Ukhanoy was still talking, but Zoya was no 
Jonger listening or nodding. She had lifted her 
head and was looking expectantly at Drozdovsky, 
who like everyone else had turned in their direc- 
tion, Then she went over te him as if in vexpansc 
to an order, instantly forgetting Ukhanov. There 
was an unusually submissive expression on her 
face, and her voice, as she called to him, was 
Tlot quite steady. 

“Comrade Dicutenant...." And walling along 
beside the horse, she added something in a 
whisper that could not be heard. 

Apparently stl irritated. Drozdovsky — re- 
sponded with something between a frown and 
a smile, furtively patting ber cheek with the 
back of his glove. then said loudly, “All the 
samc, medical mstructer, I advise you to ride 
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on the medical company’s cart. There's nothing 
for you te de here at present.” 

He spurred his horse and cantered away to the 
head of the column, where the command, “Hold 
your horses, slope ahead!” had made the gunners 
run to the harness and the limbers and plaster 
themselves oyer the guns, to slaw them down 
before the slope. 

“So I must ga back to the medical company, 
must J?” Zoya said sadlv. “Very well, I'll go. 
Goodbye, boys. I'l! be seeing you.” 

“Why go to the medical company? Ukhanov 
said, not a bit offended by her bricf lack of 
attention, “Take a scat on the limber. Where's 
he chasing you off to? Ticutenant. we can find 
a seat for the sanitary instructor, can’t we?” 

Ukhanovy's quilted jacket was unbuttoned to 
the waist. He had taken off his comforter and 
his cap with the earflaps dangling loose was 
tilted on to the back of his head, expasing a fore- 
head chapped red hy the searing wind: his light- 
coloured eyes that scemed never to have known 
shame were puckered at the corners. 

“An exception can be made for the medical 
instructor,” Kuznetsov replied. “If vou’re tired, 
Zova, get up on the limber of the second gun.” 

“Thank you, dears.” Zoya said, brightening up 
at once. “T’m not a hit tired. Who told you T was 
tired? T wish T could take off my cap, I’m so 
hot! And I’m rather thirsty. [ve tried the snow. 
hut it leaves a kind of metallic taste in your 
month.” 

“Tike a drop of this to cheer you up?” 

Ukhanoy unhitched a water-bottle from his 
belt and shook it significantly by his ear, making 
it gurgle. 

“What's in it, Ukhanov?” Zeya asked and the 


frost-coated arrows of her lang eyebrows shot 
up. “Water? You've still got some Icft?” 

“Tre seme,” Ukhanov unscrewed the metal 
top. “If it doesy’t do you goad, you can shoot 
me on the spot. With this carbine. Do vou know 
haw to shoat?” 

“I'll he able to pull the trigger somehow. Don't 
worry.” 

Soemchow Kuznetsov found himself resenting 
this unnatural liveliness of hers after such a 
hrief conversation with Drozdoysky; he also 
resented her strange liking for and trust in 
Ukhanov, 

“Put that water-bottle away,” he said severely 
“What are vou offering her? Water or vodka?" 

“But perhaps I want some!” Zoya shook her 
head defantly. “Why do you keep chaperoning 
me? Vicutenant, dear—are you jealous?” she 
straked the sleeve of his ercatcoat. “I don't want 
vou ta be like that. Kuznetsov, please! Honestly. 
T don’t. I’m equally fond of both of you.” 

“IT could hardly be jcalous of your husband,” 
Kuznetsov said half irenically, and no sooner had 
he said it than it struck him as a singularly cheap 
remark. 

“What hushand?” her eves widened. “Who 
told you I had a hushand?” 

“You told us yourself. Don't you remember? 
But I'm sorry, Zoya, it’s nonce of my husincas. 
T should be glad if yeu did have a husband, 
though.” 

“Oh, yes, when T was talking to Nechavev.... 
What rubbish!” She broke into a laugh. “T want 
to be as free as a hird and not belong to anyone. 
If T had a husband I'd be having children and 
that's quite impossible in wartime. It’s a crime. 
Do you understand? 1 want you, Kuznetsov, to 
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know that, and vou, Ukhanoy.... Just because 
{ trust you, both. AM night. you can think T have 
a xerious and formidable husba and, if you want 
to. Kuznetsov! See what I mean? 

“We'll remember,” Ukhanov replied. “But it 
doesn’L cut any ice.” 

“Thanks all the samc, then. You're made of 
the right stuff. I'd trust you in hattle.” 

She closed her cyes and, as if about fo expe- 
rience great pain, foreed herself te take a sip 
from the flask, coughed, and at once broke into 
a laugh, waving her mitten im front of her pout- 
ing lips. With disgust, or so it seemed Lo Kuz- 
nelsov, she handed hack the flask and glanced 
through damp eyelashes at Ukhanov as he calinly 
screwed the stopper down. 

“What awful stuff!” she said in amused 
astonishment. “Still it feels good. Tt’s put a glow 
in my tummy any w: ay!” 

“Have some roore?” Ukhanov sugecsted wood 
naturedty. “Surely it wasn’t your first time?” 

Zoya shook her head. 

“No, I’ve tried it before.” 

“Put that flask away and don’t let me see if 
again,” Kuznetsov said sharply. ‘And take Zoya 
back to the medical company. Shell be better 
off there.” 

“Ordering me about again, Liculenant?” Zoya 
teased. “I think you're trying to imitate Droz- 
dovsky, and not doing it very well. He would 
have commanded in a voice of iron. ‘Back to 
the medical company! And Ukhanov would have 
answered. Yes, Lieutenant!’ ” 

“Cd think twice abont that,” Ukhanov replied. 

“Oh. no. you wouldn't! You'd jump to it, all 
right!” 

“Hold back! Slope ahead!” came the warning 
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cammand frei the front of the column. “Brakes 
on! All hands to the guns!” 

Kuznetsov repeated the order and went for- 
ward to ihe head of the battery, where the men 
had gathered round the first gun, clinging to the 
trails and wheels and putting their shoulders to 
the shield and limber, whilc the drivers, shouting 
and swearing, reined in (he sweating horses, 
which were squatting back on their hind legs 
hcfore a sharp descent into a ravine. 

The first battery had safely negotiated the 
glassily smooth, eljttering slope and crossed the 
botiom of the ravine. and now their guns. with 
men swarming over them like ants and pushing 
them frem bchind, were mounting the opposite 
slape. beyond which the column could be seen 
wending its way endlessly into the steppe. Far 
helow. Serreant-Major Golovanoy, commander 
of the headquarters platoon. was standing in the 
middle of the road, making frantic signs and 
bellowing at the top of his voice: “This way! 
Towards me!” 

“Take it sfowly! Don't break the horses’ legs! 
Hold on all the Gme!" Drozdoysky commanded, 
riding his horse to the very edge of the slope. 
“Platoon commanders! If we lame the horses 
we'll have to pull the suns ourselves! So hold 
thom back! Keep it slow! Slower!” 

Yes, if we break the horses’ legs well have 
to do the pulling onrselves. Kuznetsov thought 
anxiously, suddenfy realising that he and all 
the others were utterly suborecinale lo another 
will which no one had the righ{ to resist, and 
that everything had merged into something huge 
and fiercely irresistible, in whose relentless onmush 
the individual with his weariness and failing 
strength searcely existed at all. And revelling in 
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this sense of being dissolved with all the others, 
he repeated the command, “Hold tight! Alt to 
the guns!” and joined the men at the wheels of 
the first limber while the rest of the gun crew 
with contorted faces and straining breath leaned 
against the limber itself and the wheels of the 
gun as it began to slide down the steep slope. 

“Whoal Back!” the drivers shouted haphaz- 
ardly at their horses. their mouths gaping fright- 
eningly in the icy fringes of their woollen com- 
forters. 

The wheels of the limber and the gun were 
prevented from turning by the brake chain but 
the chain [ailed to anchor on the polished. hard- 
packed road and the men’s felt boots slithered 
apart and slid helplessly down the slope, while 
the weight of the limber with its heavy load of 
shells, and of the gun itsclf, exerted ever in- 
creasing pressure from above. ‘lhe wooden cross- 
bars of the limber drove against the straining 
hind legs of the wheel-horses as they squatted 
back with their heads rearing skywards; the 
drivers shouted again. looking back at the gun 
crew with hatred and entreaty in their cycs, and 
the whole mass of struggling. gasping bodies 
clinging to the wheels began to slide faster and 
faster down the slope. 

“Hold!” Kuznetsov gasped, feeling the weight 
of the gun on his shoulder and seeing Ukhanov 
next to him, his face suffused with blood, strain- 
ing with his bread back against the limber, and 
on the right, Nechayev’s dark bulging cyes and 
whitened moustache, and with his brain in a 
whirl it suddenly seemed to him that he had 
known these men for ages, perhaps ever since 
those terrible months of the retreat near Smolensk, 
before he had become a lieutenant, when the 
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guns had had to be similarly manhandled during 
the retreat. Yet he had nat known them then and 
he wondered that he should think he had. 

“Tegs. legs! Save their legs!” he croaked in 
little more than a whisper. 

The gun and its limber slid down the slope 
into the ravine, the brake chain screamed on the 
snow, the sweating wheel-horses slithered on their 
hind legs, chipping off sharp splinters of ice with 
their hooves; the drivers leaned back precariously 
in their saddles and hauled on the reins, but sud- 
dently the right-hand horse of the leading pair 
crashed down on the road on its belly and, as 
it tried to rise, straining and jerking its head, 
it fell again and slid forward, pulling the whecl- 
horses with it. 

The driver on the left-hand horse of the Teadd- 
ing pair kept his saddle, recoiling with a terrified 
look on his face and uttering a wild yell that 
completely failed to bring the fallen horse to its 
feet: the struggling beast slid along on its side, 
tugging desperatcly at the traces. In despair 
Kurnctsov felt the eun gather momentum on the 
slope, and swing tuwards the fallen horse, saw 
Sergeant-Major Golovanov rush tawards it, then 
jump aside and again rush forward, trying to 
seize the reins. 

“Hold!” Kuznetsov shouted. 

When he felt a sudden lightness in his shoulder. 
he did not at once realise that the limber and 
the gun had finally come to rest on the bottom 
of the ravine. With a flood of curses the men 
straightened their weary backs, stepping away 
from the gun. rubbing their shoulders and leck- 
ing abead at the horses. 

“What's happened to the leader?” Kuznetsov 
called faintly and, staggering on legs that had 
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frown numb with overstrain, ran forward to the 
horses, 

Golovanoy and his scouts, driver Sergunenkoy 
and Rubin, his mate from the wheel-horses, had 
already gathered at the spot. [hey were all 
looking at the fallen horse, which still lay on its 
yide in the middle of the road. Sergunenkoy, a 
thin. pale lad with a frightened face and long 
arms, stared round helplessly and all of a sudden 
grabbed the reins: the fallen borse, a young 
animal. seemed to understand what he wanted to 
do and began to shake its head, struguling to free 
itself and rolling its tortured cyes imploringly. 
Sergunenkoy snatched his hand away and, glanc 
my round again in a silent appeal for aid. squat- 
ted beside the helpless animal. Its wet, flanks 
heaving. the horse scrabhled at the ice with its 
hind hooves and wade another feverish attempt 
to risc, but it was nu use. and from the awkward 
way its forclegs remained bent under its bady 
Kuznetsey realised that it would never stand 
again. 

“Give the bastard a bloody good wallop. can't 
you, Serguncnkuy! What are you squatting there 
like that for? Don't you know that faking nag 
by now!” driver Rubin, a soldier with a broad, 
rough tace, exclanned in annoyance, and lashed 
his knce-pad with his whip. 

“Bastard yourself!” Sergunenkoy cried in a 
thin, drawn-out voice. “Can't you gcc?” 

“Sec what? I know her—always up to her 
tricks! Vhat’s all she’s good for. Use your whip— 
that li svon wake her un,” 

“Shut up, Rubin. We've heard enoagh from 
you!” Ukhanoy gave him a warning nudge. 
“Think before you speak!” 

“Never got as far us the front, poor thing,” 
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Chibisov said with a sigh of pity. “What a 
shame!” 

“Yes, looks as if she’s broken her forelegs,” 
Kusnetsoy said, inspecting the crippled animal. 
“Where were you. drivers! Is this what you call 
keeping a tight rein?” 

“What's the use now, Lieutenant?” Ukbanov 
remarked. “The horse ig done for, We're left with 
three. There are no reserves.” 

“Does that mean well have to pull the gun 
ourschyes?” Nechayey asked, chewing at his 
moustache, “Something Ive always dreamed of. 
Iver since childhood.” 

“Here comes the battery commander.” Chibisov 
qurmured. “He'll sort things out.” 

“What's happened now, first platoon? What's 
holding you up.” 

Drozdovsky rode down into the ravine and the 
crowd parted to let him through, Jle glanced 
quickly at the panting prostrate horse and the 
hunched figure of Sergunenkev squatting beside 
it. Drozdovsky's thin face was impassive, excepi 
for a glint of controlled fury in the eyes. 

“I warned you, did I not, first platoon!” he 
said distinctly, pointing with his whip at Sersyu- 

nenkov's bowed back. “Why the hell did you 
all Jose your heads? What were you thinking 
about? Are you praying down there, driver? 
Whiat’s the matter with the horse?” 

“You, can see for yourself, Comrade Lieu- 
tenant,’ Kuznetsov answered, 

Sergunenkov turned his cyes to Drozdovslky 
like a blind man. ‘Tears were streaming down his 
buyish cheeks and soaking into his comforter. 
He licked the transparent drops away without 
speaking and, removing his mitten, stroked the 
horse’s muzzle with caretul tenderness. It had 
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stopped struggling and made no further attempt 
to rise. Tis belly distended, it lay resignedly on 
the road, stretching out its neck like a dog, send- 
ing long, whistling breaths through Sergunenkay’s 
fingers and fondling them with its soft fips. 
‘Lhere was something unbelievahly wretched and 
expectant of death in its most eves as they 
squintcd up at the seldicrs. Only now did Kuz- 
netsoy notice the oats in Sergunenkoy’s hand: he 
iwnust have been kecping them in his pocket for 
a long time. But_the hungry horse was not cat- 
ing. Its damp quivering oostrils merely sniffed 
at the driver's hand. teebly snatching the wet 
yrain with its lips and scattering it on the road. 
Kvidently it was recapturing a smell that had 
lung since been forgetten in these snowbound 
sleppes and at the same time it must have sensed 
something else, something inevitable that was 
expressed in Sergunenkov's eyes and posture. 

“Porelegs, Comrade Lieutenant,” Sergunenkoy 
said fuintly, still licking the tcars frem the 
corners of his mouth. “Look at her—sullering like 
a human heing.... Why did sh¢ have to jib lke 
that! Something must have frightencd her! U tried 
to hold her. She's only a young filly. Nu cxpe- 
rience of hauling guns.” 

“You ought to have held her properly. you 
clot! Instead of dreaming of your lady loves!” 
Rubin snapped maliciously. “What's the use of 
gtizzling now? Puppy-fuce! ‘Uhey'll soon be 
slinghtering us, all and sundry, out there, and 
he sits erying over a bloody horse! {t's enough 
to make you sick! We ll haye to shoot it to put it 
out of its misery—that’s ail! 

He was square and cumbersome in his heavy 
clathes—quilted jacket. greatcoat, padded 
trougers—with a knee-pad on his right leg and 
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a carbine across his back, and his spiteful 
determination roused a sudden rush of dislike 
in Kuanetsov. The words “shoot it” sounded like 
a sentence pronounced om an innocent man, 

“Looks as if we'll have to,” someone said. “It’s 
a shame, tho.” 

During the retreat at Roslavl, Kuznetsov had 
seen soldiers shooting wounded horses out of pity. 
But even then it had seemed a quite unnatural 
and unjustified way to treat the weak. 

“T won't let you!” Sergunenkoy sercamed in 
his high-pitched voice and swung round on Rubin. 
“What's the idea, you butcher! I won't Ict you 
kill this horse. She's not to blame!” 

“Stop these hysterics. Sergunenkov! You ought 
to have thought of this before. No one else hut 
you is to blame. Take a grip on yourselt!” Droz- 
dovsky cut him short and pointed to the ditch 
with his whip. “Pull the horse off the read! Carry 
on bringing duwn the guns! Back to your places!” 

Kuznetsyy said, “Hadn't we better unhitch the 
second gun [rem the limber and manhandle it 
down the slope. It'd be safer.” 

“You can carry it on your backs if you like!” 
Drozdovsky replied, looking over Kuznetsoy's 
head at the men awkwardly dragging the horse 
towards the ditch, and scowled, “Shoot the animal 
at once! Rubin!” 

‘The crippled horse seemed to understand the 
order and its broken high-pitched neighing cut 
through the frosty air. 1 drilled into Kuznetsoy s 
ears like a cry ol pain, a plea [or protection. He 
knew what suffering they had caused the animal 
by dragging if alive with its legs hroken into 
the ditch and, ready to close his eyes, he watched 
its last effort to rise, as though to prove that 
it was sill alive and capable and necd not be 
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destroyed. Driver Rubin with his strong teeth 
bared in a snarl and a kind of deliberate spite- 
fulness on his purple face, stood befur¢e — the 
unimal, hurriedly cocking his gun, but the barrel 
was pomted only casually at the horse’y raised 
sweating head, whose Jips were still trembling 
in a last imploring whinny. 

The gun went off with a dry crack. Rubin 
awore and with a glance at the horse sent another 
cartridge into the breech. The horse was no 
longer whinnying but shaking its head quietly 
Irom side to side, making no attempt to delend it- 
self and merely snorting through quivering gostrils. 

“You bloody fool, can't you shoot!” Ukhunoy, 
who had been standing next to the numb figure 
of Sergunenkay, shouted furiously and strode up 
to the driver. ~Butchering'y all you're good for!” 

Ile snatched the carbine out of Rubin's hands 
and, taking carcful aim, fired almost point black 
at the horse’s head, which at once slutiped into 
the snow. Pale-faced, he ejected the spent curt- 
ridge, which landed bottom downwards on the 
snow, then he flung the carbine back at Rubin. 

“Take your lump of wood, butcher! What are 
you grinning like a jackass for? 1s your nose 
tickling you?” 

“You're the butcher, by the look of it. for all 
your townee’s education,” Rubin muttered huftily, 
but bent hig square, cumbersome body and, pick~ 
ing up the gun, brushed the snow aff it with his 
sleeve. 

“Mind you don’t get one in the kisser from an 
educated townee!’ Ukhanov retorted and, turn- 
ing to Sergunenkoy. clapped hitn roughly on the 
shoulder. “Never mind. It’s not the end of the 
world. Well Jay hands on some captured horses 
in Stalingrad. That's a promise.” 
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“Parcheron, the Germans call them,’ Seryeant- 
Major Golovanov ebserved. “We'll get sume.” 

“Percheron. net parcheron!” Ukhanov_ cor- 
rected him. “It's time you knew that. J his isn’t 
your first year at war, is it!” 

“Who cares?” 

“You should!” 

“Get that second gun down!” Drozdovsky com- 
manded and, as he rode away, added, “You're 
quite right, Ukhanov.” 

“No need to praise me, Comrade Lieutenant!” 
Ukhanoy replied derisively. ‘lhe glint of fury 
had not died out of his eyes. “It's too early yet. 
And youre wrong if you think [Pm a murderer 
of horses!” 

Kuznetsov gave the order to unhitch the limber 
from the second gun. 


A halt was called at sunset, when the column 
straggled into a nameless steppeland village that 
had been razed to the ground. Everyone suddenly 
seemed surprised ty sce the first gutted buildings 
along the roadside, the solitary skeletons of 
charred stoves under the crabbed willows on the 
bank of the frozen stream, over which a peison- 
ous reddish vapour rose from holes in the ice. 
The earth and the western horizon were a bloody 
purple in the December sunset, which was so 
searingly cold, so utterly frigid, that the men’s 
faces, the icc-cuated gums, the horses’ cruppers, 
the trucks and tractors halted at the roadside, 
all seemed to be held rigid in ity metallic bril- 
liance. in the frozen radiance of the snowdrilts. 

“Where are we going, lads? Where's the 
bloody German?” 

“This used to be a village. Now look, not a 
single house standing. What do you make of that? 
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Like going to Fyodor's wedding and finishing 
up at Sidor’s funeral!” 

“What are you moaning about funerals for? 
We'll get to Stalingrad. The high-ups know 
best.” 

“When did the fighting happen here?” 

“Long ago, it seems.” 

“Tf only there was somewhere to get warm. 
Well be frozen stiff before we reach the front 
line.” 

“But where is it, this perishing front line? ‘Tell 
me that!” 

About three kilometres from the village, at a 
crossroads m the sicppe, when a large group of 
Soviet T-54 tanks, freshly painted white, held 
up the column for a few minutes as they cut 
across ity path, moving westward intu the 
sunset, a ranging fragmentation shell had burst 
with a muffled crunch, sent up a comet of tlame 
over the tanks and sprinkled the roadside snaw 
with black dust. No one had flung himself Mat 
because it had been so unexpected: they had just 
stood staring at the tanks that were blocking the 
column's path. But no sooner had the tanks 
lumbered past than the dull rumbly of distant 
batteries had heen heard trom behind and long- 
range shells had come whistliag over and burst 
like bombs to right and left of the crossroads. 
The Germans must haye spotted this crossroads 
trom the rear, and evervone had flung themsclves 
down exhaustedly on the roadside because no 
onc had the strength to run any further from the 
roud. The shelling had soon ended and there 
had been no losses. Then they had tramped on 
wearily past the huge dresh shell holes while the 
gmion-scenied simcll of German TNT dispersed 
in the air. ]t waxy no longer the smell of danger 
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and possible death, however; rather it suggested 
the inaccessibility of Stalinerad and the invisible 
Germans at the mysterious distant emplacements 
from which they had fired. 

And once again Kuznetsov, now in a kind of 
trance, now hearing his own footsteps arnoug the 
umiorm tramp of other feet, had been able to 
think only of one thing, “When will they call 
a halt?” 

But when at last, after hours of marching they 
entered the gutted village. when the long-awaited 
command fluttered up at the head of the column, 
no one felt any physical rclaxation. ‘The frozen 
drivers slid down off their steaming mounts and 
stumbled stiff and shivering to the side of the 
ruad to relieve themselves. The gun crews situply 
dropped weakly on the snow behind the caris 
and guns, huddling together and staring despan- 
denth at what had not long ago been a village: 
the grim shadows of the stoves, like tombstoncs 
in a graveyard and, further away, the sharp out- 
lines of two surviving barns. were stamped 
blackly on the frostily blazing western sky. 

Soon the whole fierily luminated wasteland 
was packed with tricks, tractors, “Katyusha™ 
rocket mortars, howitzers and carts, But this halt 
in the streets of a non-existent village, with no 
warmth, no kitchens, no sense of the nearness 
of the front line was a lie, an injustice that was 
felt by all. The wind blew out of the sunset, 
carrying icy necdles of snow: the ash of charred 
Tuiny gave off a sweetish, mourntul smell. 

Keeping his fect with an cfort, Kuznetsov went 
aver to the drivers af the first gun, Rubin, his 
face even more purple, was moodily fecling the 
traces of the wheel-hurses: steam wax nsing from 
their sticky flanks. Young Sergunenkoy. his 
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whitish brows knitted unlorgivingly. was stand- 
ing beside his one remaming Icad-horse, holding 
a ‘handful of oats to the snatching lips of the 
weary animal, and stroking and patting its damp 
bowed neck with the other. Kaznetsov looked at 
the twa estranged drivers and was about to say 
something reconciliatary, but said nothing and 
went over to the gun crews with only one desire, 
to le down with the men, lean against someone's 
hack, turn up his collar against the searing wind 
and warm his face with his own breath. 

“Waky, waky! Halt’s over!” came the command 
down the column. “Ready to move!” 

“What's this? We haven't had time to blink 
an cyelid yet!” voices complained in the dark- 
ness. “Driving us like this.” 

“Oh, for a spot of grub! But not a sign of 
the sergeant-major and his kitchens, Vighting 
valiantly in the stores, L reckon!” 

We are olf again. Kuznetsoy thought to him- 
sell. He had been expecting the command all the 
time and the leaden weariness of his body made 
his legs trernble. But where's the front? Where 
are we heading for? 

Without knowing for certain, he guessed 
vaguely that Stalingrad was somewhere far 
hehind, in the rear. He did not know that the 
whole army and consequently the division of 
which the artillery Tegiment, the battery and his 
own platoon formed a part, was moving by forced 
marches in ane direction--south-west, to meet 
the German panzer divisions that had laanched 
a counter-offensive to relieve the huge army of 
von Paulus, which was encircled at Stalingrad. 
And another thing he did not know was that his 
own fate and the fatcs of those with him—those 
who were destined to dic and those who would 
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live—had now become one cormmon fate, rerard- 
less of what the future held for each man. 

“Prepare to move. Platoon commanders. report 
to the battery commander!” 

The men struggled reluctantly to their [eet in 
the gathering darkness. Coughing, grunting and 
swearing could be heard on all sides. The gun 
crews shuffled over to the guns, sorting out the 
rifles and carbines they had left on the trails, 
and cursing to ligh heaven the sergeant-major 
and his kitchens. The drivers took the nose-hags 
off the horses’ champing muzzles, brandishing 
their elbows at them with a “Guzzle all night, 
you would!” A volley of backfring came [rom 
the head of the column as cogines hroke into a 
rear and the howitzer batteries slowly pulled out 
into the rnad te resume the march. 

Licutenant Drozdovsky was standing with a 
group of scouts and signallers in the middle of 
the road over an extinguished fire that was still 
belching white smoke. When Kuaznctsoy came up, 
he was shining his torch on a map under a cellu- 
lnid coyer held by burly Sergeant-Major Golo- 
yanov, Drozdovsky was speaking in a tone that 
would bear no contradiction. 

“No questions need be asked. Our ultimate 
destination is not known, All we know is that 
our route lies along this road. to the south-west. 
You and your platoon will march in front of 
the battery. The battery will remain as usual in 
the rearguard of the regiment.” 

“Clear cnough,” Geloyanov rumbled from 
somewhere im the pit of his stomach and went off 
along the road with his scouts and signallers past 
the carts Inoming in the darkness. 

“Lieutenant Kuznetsov?” Drozdovsky raised 
his torch a little, throwing a harsh beam of Tight 
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in the Tieulenant's eves. Kuznetsov backcd away. 

“YT can see without the ight. What's the news, 
Battery Commander?” 

“Everything all right in the platoon? No one 
lagging behind? No one sick? Are you ready to 
move? Make it short now.” 

Drozdovsky fired the questions mechanically, 
thinking of something clac in a wav that suddenly 
infuriated Kuznetsov. 

“No one’s had a proper rest yet. May I ask 
what’s happened to the kitchen, Battery Com- 
mander? Why is the sergeant-major lagging 
behind? Everyone's as hungry as the devil! Of 
course we're ready to move. Why ask? No one’s 
sick, or lagging behind, and there're no deserters 
cither....” 

“Do you call that a report, Kuznetsov?” Draz- 
doysky cut in. “So yau're dissatisled? Perhaps 
we ll sit twiddling our thumbs till a nice cooked 
meal arrives. Are you a platoon commander or 
a cart-driver?” 

“As [ar as 1 know, ['m a platoon commander.” 

“Well. it doesn't sound fke it! You tet yours 
aelf be led by Ukhanoy and types like him. 
What's happencd to your morale? Go back to 
vour platoon immediately!” Drozdovsky com- 
manded in an icy tone. “And prepare your men 
not for thoughts of stuffing themselves but for 
battle! You amaze me, Lieutenant Kuznetsov! 
Your men lag behind, your horses break their 
legs—huw we shall fight together, I don't know!" 

“You also amaze me, Battery Commander! And 
there are other ways of talking to people that 
{ understand better,” Kuznetsov replied with 
distaste and walked away into the darkness that 
was now alive with the roar ef cngincs and the 
neighing of horses. 
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“Licutenant Kuznetsov!” Drozdovaky shouted. 
“Game back!” 

“What is it naw?” 

Vhe white beatn of torchlight approached, 
stcatning in the frosty mist, and [astencd its 
irritating light on Kuznetsov’s cheek, 

“lieutenant Kuznetsov!” The razor ot light 
slashed his eyes: Drozdovsky strode round in 
front of him, taut as a bow-string. “I ordered 
you to come back!” 

“Keep your torch down, Battery Commander,” 
Kuznetsov said quietly, realising what might 
happen between them at this moment; but now 
every word of Drozdoysky’s, his intolerant, biting 
voice roused an irrepressible sense of opposition. 
as if cverything that he did, said, commanded 
was a direct and calculated attempt to remind 
Kuznctsov of his power and humiliate him. Yes, 
that’s what he wants, Kuznetsov thought and, 
no sooner had this occurred to him, than he felt 
the beam of the torch thrust directly in his face 
and in the blinding orange circles of light heard 
Drozdovsky’s whisper. 

“Kuznetsov.... Remember I am the com- 
manider of this battery! ] and no one ¢lsc! This 
is not the artillery school! No more familiarity! 
If you kick over the traces, you'll be in trouble! 
I shan't make anv allowances! Is that quite clear? 
Back to your platoon—at the double!” Droz 
dovsky thrust the torch into his chest. “Back to 
the: platoon! At the double!” 

Dazzled by the direct beam, Kuznetsov could 
not sec Drozdovsky’s cyes and was aware only 
of the cold blunt object jabbing at his chest. 
Thrustine aside the hand with the torch in it 
and holding it down for a few sceonds. Kuz- 
netsav said, “You will turn that torch away! And 
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as for your threats, they sound absurd, Battery 
Commander!” 

He strode away down the invisible road. barcly 
able to make out in the darkness the shapes of 
trucks, limbers, guns and the figures of the drivers 
beside their horses; the light of the torch had 
left circles before his eyes. like the glittering 
patches of dumped-out fires in the darkness. Near 
his platoon he bumped into Lieutenant Davla- 
tyan, who breathed a pleasant smell of bread in 
his face and asked quickly, “Are you from 
Drozdovsky? What did he want?” 

“Go and see him, Goga. He wants to know 
about the platoon’s morale and whether there 
are any sick or deserters,” Kuznetsov replicd 
sardanically. “You've gat quite a few, havew't 
you?” 

“Twaddle!” Davlatyan responded in his 
schoolboy's voice and, munching his dry crust, 
added casually. “Twaddle!” 

He disappeared into the darkness, carrying 
away with him the reassuring homely smell of 
bread. 

“Yes, twaddle and hysterics,” Kuanctsov 
reflected, recalling the strange vulnerability in 
Drozdovsky’s warning words. “What's he trying 
to do? Take a revenge on me for Ukhanov, for 
the horse that brake its legs?” 

The familiar command “Forward march!” was 
being passed on down the colurnn, approaching 
from the distance in steadily mounting strides, 
and Kuznetsov repeated it as he went over to 
the team of the first gun with its drivers silhouet- 
ted on the backs of the horses. 

“Platoon, forward march!” 

Everything came into motion at once. The 
cross-bars of the hamess began to sway and 
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knock, the snow sereeched under the ice-locked 
wheels of the guns and a multitude of fect broke 
into a rhythmless shuffle. 

When the platoon had begun to string out 
along the road. somcone pushed a rough, prickly 
crust into Kuxnetsey s hand. 

“Hunery as a wolf, ch?” he heard Davlatyan’s 
voice. “Eat this. It'll cheer you up.” 

As he nibbled at the crust. relishing the slow 
sweet relief of his hunger. Kuznetsov said with 
emotion. 

“Thanks, Goga. How did you manage to save 
it?” 

“Nonsense! Forget it! Were going up to the 
front line, aren’t we?” 

“Looks like it, Goga.” 

“The sooner the better, honestly... .” 


Chapter Five 


Just at the moment when the high-level 
German staffs seemed to have cverything prede- 
cided, worked out and confirmed, and von Man- 
stein’s panzer divisions had gone into action ta 
break through from the Kotelnikovo area towards 
hattle-torn Stalingrad to the relief of yon Pun- 
lus’s force of more than three hundred thousand 
men locked up in snow and ruins by three Soviet 
fronts and tenscly awaiting the final outcome— 
just at this moment yet another newly formed 
army was sent in from the rear by Soviet General 
Headquarters and commanded to advance south- 
wards across the boundless steppes to mcet von 
Manstein’s breakthrough army group consisting 
of thirteen divisions commanded by General 
Iloath. The actions of both sides thus resembled 


a set of scales on to which every available 
resource had been thrown. 

...The captured Horch limousine bounced 
along the verge of the rvad, now overtaking the 
column, now dropping behind. General Bessonov, 
his head tucked inta his preatcoat collar, sat 
motionless, staring through the windscreen: he 
had been silent cver since Icaving Army HQ. 
The army commanders prolonged silence was 
interpreted by the other passengers as unsocia- 
bility and as a barrier that no one was preparcd 
to be the first to overcome, Divisional Commissar 
Yesnin, Military Councif Member, was also 
silent, and Bessonov’s adjutant, the sociable 
young Major Bozhichko, who right from the start 
of the journey had been thinking of relating the 
latest headquarters joke without being able to 
find a suitable moinent to do se, reclined in the 
corner of the hack seat pretending to he asleep 
and not venturing to disturb the entrenched 
silence of his superiors. 

Bessonov, hawever, was quite unaware that his 
apparently imtentional reticence might be inter- 
preted as unsociability or a self-sufficient indif- 
ference to his companions. From long cxperience 
he knew that neither talkativencss nor silence 
could change anything in his relations with other 
people. Ife had no desire to please. to impress 
people as a pleasant conversationalisi. He had 
always disliked any such trivial and vain playing 
for popularity and it had always irritated him 
in others: he was repelled by it as onc ts repelled 
by the hollow levity or weakness of a person 
who is unsure of hunself, Bessonev had realised 
tong ago that superfluous words in wartime were 
dust that could sometimes screen the true state 
of affairs. When he had taken over this army, 


he had asked few questians about the merits and 
shartcomings of the commanders of corps and 
divisions; he had merely made a tour of inspec- 
lion, uttering dry greetings and giving cach man 
a keen glance that was neither completely satis- 
fied ner wholly disappointed. 

What Ressonov now observed through the car 
windscreen, during the moments when the heacd- 
hights flashed on in the frosty mist—the woman- 
ishly muffled faces of officers and men in their 
frost-coated cap comforters, the endless lines of 
felt beats shuttiling along ihe road—suggested to 
him not a frightening decline tn “fighting spirit” 
but merely an extreme and shattering weariness 
over which he now had no control. These muttled 
soldiers were abuvut to go into battle and perhaps 
one in five of them was destined to die much 
sooncr than they thought. They did not and 
could not know where the battle would begin, 
they did not know that many of them were 
making the last battle march in their lives. 
Bessonov, on the other hand, clearly and soberly 
perceived the meugure of the approaching danger. 
He knew that in the Kotelnikove sector the front 
was only just holding. that in three days German 
tanks had advanced forty kilometres in the direc- 
tion of Stalingrad, that now only one obstacle 
lay before them—the River Myshkova, with 
nothing but leycl steppe hehind it as far as the 
Volga. Bessonoy was aware that at this very 
moment, while he was sitting in his car, thinking 
about the situation as he knew it, hia own army 
and von Manstein’s panzer divisions were moving 
with cqual persistence towards that natural bar- 
rier, and that much, if not all, depended on who 
reached the river frst. 

He was about to glance at his watch but 
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changed his mind and kept still, reflecttng that 
this gesture would break the silence and provoke 
conversalion for which he had no desire. He 
maintained his former silence, leaning rock-like 
on his stick in the most durably comfortable pasi- 
tion he could find with his wounded Icg as near 
as possible te the warmth of the engine. ‘The 
elderly dviver, glancing occasionally sideways, 
elimpsed in the faint light from the dashbuard 
the corncr of the general’s sombre. leaden eye, 
his dry check and harshly compressed lips. Having 
becn driver to many high-ranking officers, he 
interpreted the silence in the car in his own 
fashion. as due to a quarrel before the journey 
began or a dressing down from the command of 
the front. Now and then a match flared at the 
back of the car and the commissar's cigarette 
glowed red in the darkness, someone’s sword- 
belt. creaked and the unfailingly cheerful 
Bozhichko continued to simulate sleepy puffing 
noises from hig seat in the corner. 

Something must have upset him or else he’s 
the unsociable gort, the driver decided, longing, 
ever more desperately for a smoke at every ced~ 
dening of the cigarette behind him. Doesn't smoke 
eithcr, it seems. IJis face looks il], bit green about 
the gills. Why not ask permission? Just one 
amoke, Comrade Commander, Pye been abstain- 
ig so long it’s making my ears swell. 

“Switeh on the headlights,” Bcssonay said 
suddeuly. 

Llis voice made the driver start. The headlights 
went on and a powerful shaft of light cut ints 
the frosty mist. A murk that scemed to be gen- 
erated by the powerful lights swirled back 
against the windsercen, tangled round the sliding 
wipers. and flowed round the car in bluish waves. 
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For a second it was as though the car were 
moving aver the bottom of the ocean and the 
steady hum of the engine was the only sounding 
thing in tts depths, under the huge thickness of 
water, 

Then the column loomed into view op the right 
in a black glitter of ice-coated mcss-tins, tommy 
guns and rifles, Now it was no longer a column 
bul a mob, its read barred by huge tanks like 
haystacks banked with snow. ‘The soldicrs turned 
round in the steady glare of the car's headlights, 
thew tired, disgruntled faccs wuftled whitely as 
if in sticking plaster, all shouting at once and 
waving their arms. 

“To the tanks,” Bessonov told the driver. 

“Must be the boys of the mechanised corps,” 
Vesnin said, brightenmg up. “What have they 
caused this jam for, the villains? Upsetting the 
infantry like this?” But since he had a weakness 
for tankmen he pronounced the word ‘villains’ 
affectionately and at onec added in cautious 
admiration, “What a punch they have!” 

“They seem to be pulling it at the moment, 
Comrade Commissar.” Bozhichke interjected 
humorously, opening his eyes. 

“They can’t be part of the corps,” Bessonov 
corrected him firmly. “Mamin's corps is moving 
aleug the railway. On our left. They couldn't 
be bere. Not under any circumstances.” 

“May I go and find out. Comrade Army Com- 
mander?” Bozhichko responded promptly, as 
though he had not been asleep at all. [le was 
tired of sitting with neither work nor talk to 
occupy him and scemed to be glad of any oppor- 
tunity to demunstrate his energy. 

Hessonov gave the driver a fresh command. 

“Stop the ear.” 


The Horch’s powerful engine cut abruptly and 
in the stillness the heam of the headlights sud- 
denly dropped and withdrew into the radiator. 
The night closed in and the column and the tanks 
all disappeared at once. Bessonoy waited tor a 
tioment in the car, accuxtoming his cyes to the 
darkness, then he opened the door, putting out 
his stick first to support himsclt. Nevertheless. he 
did catch his leg on the edge of the door and a 
stab of pain in the shin brought him up short. 
He stood for a- moment, reproaching himself for 
knocking his leg even though he had remembered 
to be cureful as he climbed out. 

Everything was a murky blue, studded with 
frost and stars. Bexssonoy could barely make out 
in the snowy darkness the column, blocked in its 
winding progress across the starlit steppe by the 
massive rectangwar shapes of the tanks, the Jong 
silhouettes of lorries with masked sidelights, the 
carts and the swarming mob of soldiers. Hix cars 
picked up the hum ef idling lorry and tractor 
engines and a clamour of hoarse, frozen voices 
shouting and sweuring. 

“What the bloody hell do you think you're 
tloing here with your old tin cans?” 

“They can’t see straight!” 

“Take your old iron off the road! D’you think 
you're at a wedding! Been swigging the vodka, 
J bet, Can't see where you're going!" 

“Clear the way there! Let us pasa!” 

“High-ups on the horizon!” 

“Watch oul, chaps!” 

Bessonov walked towards the clamow of 
voices, knowing that the troops had not seen 
much of him yet and that his greatcoat had no 
general's insignia. but at the sight of his tall 
Astrakhan hat the crowd's invective gradually 
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subsided and almost beside him a startled tenor 
voice exclaimed. “Why, if it isn’t a general!” 

“Who is in command of this tank unit?” Bes- 
sonoy asked quietly, in a tired, grating yoice. 
“Will someone kindly report?” 

A hush fell on the crowd. Miitary Council 
Member Vesnin and Major Bozhichko came up 
from the car, talking between themselves. They. 
too, halted and fell silent. The tommy gunners 
in Bessenov’s bodyguard jumped out of the 
escort car. 

Bessonov waited. There was no response. 

From the dark mass of the first tank with 
sparkling bluish patches of snow on its armour 
came the icy smell of frozen metal and the bitter 
stench of stale Diescl fumes, Where seemed to 
be no one inside; it was a lifeless hulk. After a 
moment, however, a dark shape cmerged from 
the hatch of the gun turret, bhicking out a few 
stars but still making no sound 

“T said T want to see the commander of the 
tank wit,” Bessonoy repeated in the same tone, 
“Tani waiting.” 

“Who dyou want? We don’ take orders from 
infantry! You'd better keep clear of the tanks, 
out of hara’s way!” came a surly voice tram 
above, and the dim black shape protruding from 
the turret moved perceptibly against the stars. 

“Come down and see the gencral. you pin-head 
in a tankman’s helmet! What's all the arguing 
about?” Major Bozhichko said with cxuberant 
cheerfulness and, gripping the metal rungs on 
the side of the tank, he climbed up and started 
hurrying someone in the turret. “Core on, snap 
out of it! Report to the general at once!” 

“What general? You can't fool me! J didn’t 
join the army yesterday. A general slogging 
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along with the infantry? Who's al headquarters 
then?” 

“Come on, chum, you talk too much. Come 
down oud of the clouds!” 

The greenish light of a torch picked out what 
seemed from below to be a very large man in 
overalls apparently wom over 4 padded jacket. 
The burly licure climbed slowly out of the hatch 
and jumped to the ground. 

“Shine your torch again, Bozhichko,’ Bessonov 
ordered. “And bring him over here.” 

“Come along, lad, slep nearer. Don't be 
seared,” Bozhichke said. 

The tankman halted in front of Bessonov, 
noticeably smaller now that he was on the ground 
but still a head taller than the general, and 
cumbersome in his heavy kit, his tlushed face 
smeered with soot, black-rimmed cyes lowered 
in the light of the torch, black lips parcheel and 
twitching. tle was breathing heavily thruugh his 
nostrils and the smell ef alewhol coud be felt 
at once. 

“Ave you drunk?” Bessonov asked. “Look at 
me, tankman!” 

“No... . Comrade General. Only the ration. . ..” 
the tankman forced out, funcreally black lids 
still lowered, nostrils dilated. 

“Unit number and rank? Where are jou 
trem?” 

The tankmun’s parched lips moved Jeverishly. 

“Separate 45th tank regiment, first battalion; 
Lieutenant Azhermachey. commander of the third 
company.” 

Bessonov eved him fixedly, still unable to trust 
the accuracy of the reply. 

“The 45th? Glow do you come to be here, 
Company Commander?” he usked very distinctly. 
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“The 45th regiment is attached to another army 
and is known to be halding the defences out 
there in front! Make yourself clearer! 

‘Lhe tankman suddenly threw his head buck 
and his lids snapped open. reyealing clownish 
black rings round his eyes. which were bleary 
with drink. Ele spnke huskily. 

“No defences there any more. ‘Yhe Germans 
have taken the village. They took it from the 
tear. These three tanks are all that's left of my 
company, and two of them are holed.... We've 
lost some of the crew too. | broke out with what 
was left of the company... .”” 

“You broke out?” Bessonov qucried and, as 
full realisation dawned on him, he repeated that 
jarring phrase sy reminiscent of the retreat of 
1941, “You broke out? What about the athcrs, 
Licutenant, did they break out too? Who else 
broke out?” Bessonoy repeated yet again, orni- 
nously stressing the “broke out” and “break out.” 

“Selfish swine!” someone in the crowd of 
soldicrs blurted fiercely. 

The tankman’s yoice began to Salter. 

“T don't know... J don't know who broke out. 
J broke through with these tanks here.... We 
lost touch, Comiade General... "Lhe radio 
wasn’t working, ... 1 couldn't...." 

“What else have you to say?” 

As he tought the anger cxacerbated by the 
pain in his shin. Bessonov could no longer see 
iWdividual faces and could hear only the distant 
sounds of command, the roar of engines bchind 
him, the heavy breathing of the huge column, 
which lay like a living body halted and broken 
on the way to the yery place from which this 
drunken tank heutenant and his three tanks 
that now blocked the road had escaped in blind 
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desperation. Bessunov felt something poisonous, 
perhaps panic itself, fluttering like a dark shadow 
in the air. ‘he men round the tank commander 
had suddenly become rigidly still. 

Bessonov repeated. “Have you nothing more 
to say. licutcnant?” 

The tankmian sucked in air through his nostrils, 
as though weeping soundlessly. 

“Major Titkov!” Bessonoy spoke into the dark- 
ness in a harsh voice. whose ruthless clarity 
implicd the irreversibility of the sentence. “Put 
this man undcr arrest! And court-martial him 
for cowardice in the face of the enemy!” 

He knew the indisputable significance of his 
orders, knew that this urder would be instantly 
carried out, and when he saw the stocky, iron- 
hard wrestler's figure of Major ‘litkov approach- 
ing with two athletically built tommy gunners 
from his bodyguard, he involuntarily turned 
aside frowning and snapped a curt command at 
Major Bozhichko. 

“Go and find out how the other tank crews 
are feeling!” 

“At once, Comrade Commander!” Buzhichko 
replicd submissively. in a faint, shocked voice, 
as if a wave of death were radialing from the 
general and had touched even him, the adjutant. 
Bessonov hated thal too. Ile strode forward 
along the road. 

“Who is in charge here? Why is that lorry 
parked across the road?” be asked with cold 
restraint, as he stepped on to a bridre over a 
frozen stream; his stick dug fiercely into its 
wooden plunks. He walked fast, trying not to 
limp. 

The soldiers gathered round the bridge made 
way for him respectfully; someone said from the 


darkness, “The second lieutenant’s here. Engaine’s 
in bad trouble.” 

A lorry with its bunnet up loomed dimly in 
the middle of the narrow starlit bridge; it stood 
slightly askew, apparently after skidding, and 
from under the bonnet came the yellow glcam 
of an electric bulb, half obscured by the cluster 
of worried faces bent over the enpine 

“Come here, Commander! Whose vehicle is 
this?” 

A slim boyish figure in a long greutcoat 
straightened up at once bende the bonnet. Cap 
pulled down clumsily on te a protruding car, 
narrow shoulders, fuce in shaduw from the light 
behind it, only a gasp of frozen breath and a 
youthful voice crowing like a young cuckerel, 

“Second Lieutenant Belenky! I.R.C.B. lorry, 
attached to artillery supplics..., Sudden stop on 
account of brcakdewn.... We ure carrying 
vhelis. ...” 

What a voice! Sounds as if he’s reporting at 
training school, Beasonoy thought to himself, and 
interrupted with a faint smile. 

“What is this LR.... How does the rest of 
it go?” 

“CB..” the stcond lieutenant added. “Inde 
pendent repuir and construction battalion. ... Six 


lorries temporarily attached to artillery sup- 

ligst” 
P “Well. it’s hard enough to pronounce.” Bes- 
sonoy said. Then he asked. “Any hope of getting 
this velicle under wav in five minutes?” 

“N-no, Comrade General... .” 

Bessoney ignurcd the rest. 

“Vive minutes to unload the shells and clear 
the bridge. Push the lorry off the road if that’s 
not long enough. Not a moment’s delay!” 
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The second lieutenant stood very still. that 
one ear projecting strangely under his cap. 

“Comrade General! Comrade Army Com- 
mander!” a wild, imploring scream rosc from the 
direction of the tanks. “Please, listen, .. Please! 
Let me see the general! I want to see the general! 
Afterwards you can...’ 

‘The scream sent another stab of pain through 
Bessonoy’s wounded leg. He swung round, and, 
feeling he might tall from the slightest stumble, 
walked back to the car as though he were under 
torture, but when he saw the men of his bady- 
guard trying to drag the lieutenant away [rom 
the tracks of a tank to which be was clinging with 
both hands, legs spread out in the snow. Bes- 
sonoy halted inyoluntarily. Military Council 
Member Vesnin at once came over to him and 
spoke with convincing fervour. 

“Pyotr Alexandrovich, [ earnestly request 
you.... He's only a young fellow. He must 
have been overcame by shock when the Ger- 
mans struck, But he realises he has committed 
a crime. He has understood that. I have just 
been talking to him. Please don’t be so ruth- 
less!" 

This looks like my first disagreement with the 
commissar. Bessonov reflected. He has certainly 
jumped to conclusions about the cruclty of my 
action. 

‘The pain gripped his shin with rcd-hot pineers. 
He saw the Jang oval of Vesnin’s face and gleam- 
ing spectacles. as if through blue glass, Just us 
he was about to yet into the car, he said drily, 
“You seem to have forgotten what panic is, Vitali 
Isayevich? Have you forgotten how infectious 
it is? Or are we going to roll back to Stalingrad 
wn this ‘state ot shock’? Very well. let them bring 
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the tankman over here,” he added. “I'll have 
another look at him.” 

“Major Titkey, bring the lieutenant here!” 
Vesnin instructed. 

The major and his tommy gunners brought up 
their prisoncr. He was panting hoarsely and his 
teeth were chattering as if he had been doused 
in icy water. At first he was speechless and, when 
at last he managed to open his mouth, only 
choking sounds and swallowings cmerged. Vesnin 
touched his shoulder. 

“Pull voursell together, Lieutenant. Spouk 
up!” 

The tunkman took a step towards Bessonoy, 

“Comrade Army Commander,” he croaked. 
“TM make up for it all my life, with my own 
blood... ..” He mbbed his chest, as if to force air 
into his lungs, "It was the first and lasl time... 
(fT don't live up te what T say, you can shoot 
me. But trust me this once! 11 shoot mysclf if 
I fail you!” 

Bessonoy stopped him with a swecp of his 
land. 

“That's enough! Into your tank at once and 
forward! Back to the place you broke out of! 
If you ever again think of ‘breaking out’, you'll 
be tried as a coward and panic-monger! Forward 
at once!” 

As Bessonuy limped to the car he thought he 
heard in the sudden stir af movement behind 
him a choking hysterical sob of laughter, a 
gasped oul “thank you”. which like this inhuman 
laughter was quite absurd, meaningless. unpleas- 
ant, as though he, Bessenov, had through some 
perverted whim been granted the right to fake 
life away and restore it and. in so doing, to 
confer boundless happiness on others. 
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There seems to be something wrong with me. 
This isn’t what I want... It shouldn't be like 
this. Bessonov reflected when be was in the car, 
easing big leg nearer to the cngine. I wish it 
could be different. But how? Was it just fear 
that I evoked and submission in the face of fear? 
Or did the man sincerely repent? 

The driver finished his cigarette with such a 
drag that the tobacco crackled and sparks flew 
from the glowing butt under his moustache. 

“Very sorry, Comrade General. I've caused a 
real fug in here,” 

He switched on the engine. Vesnin climbed 
silently into the car. 

“Smoke,” Bessonoy said with distaste. “if you 
can't do without. We'll pick up Major Bozhichko 
on the bridge. Get moving.” 

“What's that shag you're smoking, Tgnatyev? 
Let me try it, Makes your eyes pop out. | expect?” 
Vesnin spoke up as he settled himself on the 
back seat. 

“Yes, if you aren’t too particular, Comrade 
Military Council Member, it'll give you a teal 
kick,” the driver replied willingly. “Take my 
pouch,” 

The tanks ahead broke into a powerful roay, 
belching sparks from their exhausts, then movcd 
off with tracks srinding and headlights alinting 
like the eyes of wild beasts. Bach tank, raising 
a whirlwind of snow with its tracks, swung rund 
in turn heside the column. which recoiled hastily 
off the road, Phen the first tank rumbled on to 
the bridge. Revving down, it stopped before the 
lorry skewed across the road and the men 
rushing back and forth unloading the last shells. 
its headlights picked up the figure of Major 
Bozhichko, who had taken command of the un- 
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loading. Cupping his hands round his mouth 
like a megaphone, he shouted something to the 
fanktman standing in the turret hateh. The men 
seattered away from the lorry and with a volley 
of backdiring the tank lumbered forward, rammed 
the lorry with its tracks and swept it along as if 
it were a mere toy until, smashing through the 
bridge railings. it plunged over the edge and 
crashed on to the ice of the river. 

“What an awful waste war is! Nothing has 
any value,” Vesnin said bitterly, staring down 
throussh the car window, 

Beasonay sat hunched in his seat without 
replying. 

The car stopped, keeping its headlights 
switched on to hurry the tanks, Majer Bozhichko 
jumped in excitediy along with a gust of invi- 
gorating frosty air and slammed the door, 
breathing hard after his cnergetic efforts on the 
bridge. 

“Now we can move. Comrade General,” he 
reported with some satisfaction. 

“Thank you, Major.” 

In the bright beam of the headlights Bexsanoy 
caught sight of the second lieutenant with the 
crowing, high-pitched voice and oddly protrudiag 
ear, standing very crect in hig long preatcoat 
heside the broken railings. [le was plancing con- 
fusedly Irom the fallen lorry to the advancing 
Horeh, as though for the first time in his life 
he was utterly bewildered and needed somevne 
to protect him. 

“Switch off the headlights, Ignaryev,” Bessonov 
commanded and, having found a comfortable 
position for his leg near the warm engine, closed 
hig eyes and sunk his head into his callar. 

His thoughts turned to his son Victor. 
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All the young faces he had encountcred lately 
had evoked painful atlacks of loncliness, an 
incomprchensible feeling of paternal guilt to- 
wards his son, and the more often he thought 
of him. the more it seemed to him that his son’s 
whole hfe had in some monstrous way slipped 
by without his noticing it. 

Bessonoy could remember none of the details 
af his childhood, bad no idea what he had liked. 
what loys he had played with, or when he had 
started going to school. He had a vivid memory 
of his son’s waking up in the night, apparently 
from some frightening dream, and starting to 
ery, Bessonoy had heard the sound and switched 
on the light. The boy had been sittiug up in 
bed, pitifully thin, clutching at the side of his 
cot with small shaking hands. Bessonov had 
picked him up in his arms and, feeling the small, 
weak body and frail ribs against his hairy chest, 
and catching the sparrow-like smell of the damp 
fair hair ow the back of the boy's head, he 
had carried him about the room, muttering 
an improvised Lullaby, shocked and overcome 
by the sudden tenderness of his paternal 
instinet. “It's all right, son. [ won't let you 
come to any harm. You're safe with me, old 
chap.” 

But there was something clse, which he 
remembered even more vividly. and which was 
now particularly painful. His wife's frightened 
face as she tried to pull away the belt with which 
he was dashing at his twelve-year-old son’s lighly 
strulehed. cheap Ititle trousers that were tull of 
dust from playing in the attic. The hoy had not 
utlered a sound during the beating and, when 
it was over, had run out biting his lips, and 
locked round from the door. his eyes, grey like 
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his mother’s, full of the unshed tears of aifronted 
hovhood, 

Ti was the only fime he had ever caused his 
son physical pain. The boy had stolen money 
trom his fathers desk to buy some pigeons. ... 
Had Victor kept those pigeons in the attic? Yes. 
but they had only found that out later. 
Bessanov had been sent from one unit to 
another, from Central Asia to the Var Fast, from 
the Far Rast to Byclorussia—always living in a 
government flat, with impersonal government 
urniture: they had done all their moving with 
wo suiteases, His wife had long since grown 
accustomed to it and had always heen ready tor 
a move, a new appointment. She had paticntly 
carried his crass and her awn. 

It had all seemed necessary at the time. But 
ong afterwards, after the fighting round Moseow, 
when he was in hospifal, he had thought at night 
about his wile and son and had realised that 
much could have been different, that he had 
lived a kind of rough draft of his life; always 
hoping in the hack of his mind that in @ year or 
two he would be able te go over it again and 
make a clean copy. He bad hoped for this at 
thirty, then at forty, but the chance had never 
come. He bad risen in rank and position, but 
war had broken out, first in Spain, then in Fin- 
land: then had come the ope ms in the Baltic 
Tands and the Western Uleraine: and finally. the 
year 1941. He had siven up making dates and 
plans aud confined himself to the thought 
thal this war, al any rate. would bring great 
changes. 

Bul in hospital he had realised for the first 
lime that there could be only ong version of his 
life, the life of a soldicr, and he had chosen 
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it once and for all. There could be no making a 
clean copy of it and there was no need to try. 
There had been no middle way in the choice 
fate had oftcred, and if he had been offered the 
choice over again he would not have chosen 
differently. But having realised this, he became 
aware of one unforgivable fact. The very thing 
that had been nearest to him in this one possible 
life which he had chosen had slipped through 
his fingers, drifted away like a puff of smoke, 
and he could find no excuse to justify him before 
his son and wife. 

His last meeting with Victor had taken place 
in that hospital near Moscow, in the neat little 
while ward reserved for generals. His son. having 
been drafted to a unit after training at an in- 
fantry school, had come to see him with his 
mother three hours before his train was due to 
Te from the Leningrad Station in Moscow. 
With his bright crimson olficer’s insignia, bis 
creaking new pistol belt. very gay and smart 
but slightly tey-like in all this new-found bril- 
lianee, the young second licutenant, who must 
have been atlracting glaneey [rom all the girls 
in the street, sat on the next bed (Bessonev's 
neichbour, a walking patient, had tactfully gone 
gut) and in a wobbly young bass had talked about 
his appointment to the army in the field, and 
about how “browned off” he was with all the 
“bull” at the infantry training scheal. Now, thank 
God. he was off ta the front, He would be given 
a company or a plateon—all newly commissioned 
officers were—and life would begin in real 
earnest. 

In their conversation he addressed Bessonov 
casually ag “lather,” which he had never done 
before and which had taken some getting used 
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to. Bessonoy had looked at the lively facc, with 
its clear prey, merry eves and soft down on the 
cheeks, at that capable thin hand that darted 
rather anxiously now and then to the pocket of 
his twill breeches, and he had thought of other 
young men, second and first lieutenants, com- 
manders of platoons and companies, whom he 
had nearly always seen only once; after the next 
battle new ones had arrived... 

“Let him smoke. Petya pleas sc.” his wife inter- 
rupted, watching her son anxiously. “He's taken 
to smoking, you know.” 

“So you've started smoking, Viclor?” Bessonov 

was unpleasantly surprised, but reached out to 
the bedside cabinel for his neighbour's cigurettes 
and matches. “Take one of thes 

“I'm eighteen now, Father. Everyone smoked 
at the school. — couldn't be an outsider.” 

“And you drink loo, I suppose? Tried it 
already, have you? Come on, out with it. You're 
a second lieutenant now, vou ought to know your 
own mind.” 

“Yes, I've tried it.... No, thanks, TU smoke 
my own. You don’t mind. de you?” his son said 
quickly and, blushing, blew on a cigarette, then 
lighted a match, shielding it with his palms in 
a special way that he must have learmed from 
someone at the infantry training school. “I can 
just imagine,” he rattled an, to hide his embar- 
rassment, “what would havc happened if you'd 
caught me smoking in the old days. You'd have 
warmed my panta, | bel.” 

He smoked awkwardly, blowing the smoke 
under the bed as if he were in barracks and bad 
to avoid being caught by the duty officer. 
Bessonov and his wife exchanged silent glances. 

*“No,’ Bessonov replied huskily. “Never again. 
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Once was enough. Do you mean to say you think 
of me as a strict father?” 

“Well, you did the right thing then,” his son 
said. “I deserved a whacking, What a fool | 
was!” 

He had said that with a laugh. recalling 
something for which Bessonoy now particularly 
reproached himself{--the physical pain he had 
once caused his son, 

“Goodness ime, now I've gat two yxrown-up 
men!" his wite exclaimed sottly and squeezed 
Bessonoy's fingers on the blanket, “It secmis so 
strange, Petya. that Victor should be going off 
to the Volkhoy front, to some unknown army 
without your having anything to do with it... 
Can't you get him into some division of yours? 
At least you'd he able to keep an cye on him, 
Wouldn't you?” 

He knew what she meant, better than she 
herself. He knew the inoth-like brevity of a 
nlatoon or company commander's life at the 
Front. He had thought of this so many times and 
it made him want to fondle that small, warm 
hand comfortingly, but he restrained binsell in 
his son's presence. 

“Tust now, Olya, Pin a general without an 
army,” he said, watching his son closely but 
addressing only his wife. “When there is any 
real possibilily, Pl recall Victor, if, of course... 

His son did not Jet him Anish and, coughing 
up smoke, shook his head emphatically. 

“Oh, not that, Wather! Get myself taken under 
daddy's wing] No, thanks! And don’t you sug- 
gest it. Mother! Perhaps you'd like me to be his 
adjutant? Then he conld decorate me?” 

“TP won’t make you my adjutant, but Il] give 
you a company.” Bessonoy said. “And you won't 
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them. ‘Though | know people get them in al] 
hinds ot ways.” 

“I don’t want that either. It was like that 
all the ume during training. The chaps were 
always asking me when I'd he going off to daddy. 
T don't want that, Mather! What difference does 
it make what company | command? Anyway 
(ve pot my posting in my pocket. There are 
four of us from the training school and we all 
want to stick together. We trained together and 
we'll po into the attack together. Leaye the rest 
to fate. No man can have two tates, Vather!” 
he repeated a phrase he must have heard from 
someone elxc. “No one can, Mother, hunestly!” 

Bessonoy let his fingers stir under his wite’s 
hand, which had suddenly grown moist, What 
now seemed so simple to his son, what excited 
him with the expectation of a new independent 
life, ighting comradeship, daring and, of course, 
vietorious action, Bessonov saw in rather a dit- 
ferent light, He knew what war was like, and 
how ugly death in battle could be. 

But he had no right to tell his son everything, 
to use his own experience to deflate the illu- 
sions of youth. It would not have been accepted 
anyway. ‘All that Victor could feel now was the 
crispness of the order paper he was carrying in 
his tunic pocket. Only war itself had the right 
to make its own amendments. 

“Fate,” Bessonov repeated. “You talk about 
fate, Victor. But it’s no use trusting to luck in 
wartumc, Strange though it may seem to you, it 
means one long cHort to master yourself. And a 
pretty inhuman effort at that, if you want to 
lmow. Still, that’s net the point...” 

“No. it isn't and we won't get involved in any 
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philosophical jungles!” his son assented care- 
lessly. He pointed to his father’s bandaged leg 
under the blanket. “How are you feeling? Soon 
be out of here? 1 can imagine what a bore it 
must be. You have my sympathy, Father! Does 
it hurt much?... Ob, hell! Look at dhe time! The 
chaps are waiting for me. ] must get to the 
xtauion!” From lhe way be glanced at his watch 
it was obvious that he had no idea what pain 
was, could not even imagine the possibility of it. 

“TL hope | shall get out.” Bessenov said. 
“Remember to write to your mother. At least 
pce a month.” 

“four times a month, I promise!” Victor stood 
up, almost happy at the thought that soon, at 
last, he would be getting on the train with his 
infantry school friends. 

“Nae, twice a month will be enough, Victor,” 
hig mother corrected him, “At least I shall 
Ienow. 2.2” 

“T promise, Mother. It’s time to go now.... 

And there had been one other memorable 
incident. 

Betore leaving, his son had stood smiling 
hesitantly, not knowing whether to kiss his father 
(they didn't usually). [n the end he decided not 
to risk it and held out his hand in a grown-up 
wWany. 

“Till we meet again, Father!” 

But Bessonov had squeezed his son's thin 
fingers. drawn him close, offered his thin, as 
always clean-shaven check, and said frowning, 
“Come an. 1 don’t know when that will be. War's 
like that, son.” 

Jt was the first time throughout the conversa- 
tien that he bad called him “son”, and he used 
the word with quite a diferent intonation fram 
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that in which Victor had addressed him as 
“father”. 

Victor had pressed his hps awkwardly against 
the corner of his [ather’s mouth and Bessonoy 
had kissed his hot cheek, catching a sudden swect 
whill of clean, boyish sweat from his tume. 

“Go along then. But remember: bullets. and 
shrapnel scorn us, ald men, They're on the look- 
out for you, young chaps. If you change your 
mind, write to me and II lind a company tor 
you. Well, good luck, Second Lieutenant!” 

“Thanks. Father, Get better soon. I'll write 
to you after my lirst time in action.” 

He had laughed and putted his pleasantly 
creaky pistol belt, straightened the folds of his 
neat officer's tunic, lovingly adjusted the gleam- 
ing, tawny holster, picked up the crisp new rain- 
coat from the back of the chair and deftly draped 
it over hiy arm, But at that moment something 
went bouncing and clattering over the sunlit 
floor of the ward. The pockets of Victor's rain- 
coat had been stuffed with fresh gleaming cart- 
ridges for his pistol. Young oflicers were nor- 
mally issned with only two cartridge clips, but 
by some means fie bad managed to acquire 
enough ammunition to last several months of 
war, 

Bessonoy had turned away to the window and 
said nothing. 

“Whatever do you need so many for? Let me 
help you.... Did they give you all these?” his 
wife had exclaimed in a plaintive voice. 

“Don’t bother, Mother. I'll pick them up. 
They're just for emergency.” 

In some embarrassment Victor had set about 
gathering the cartridges and. as he straightened 
up, stuffiog them info his pockcts, he noticed 
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one more cartridge that had roiled further than 
the others. Glancing at his father, who still ap- 
peared to he staring out of the window, he had 
flicked it with the toc of his chrome-leather 
boot into a far corner, then marched joyfully out 
of the ward as if he were merely going for a 
walk, a pertectly turned-out second heutenant 
with a creaking pistol belt and a new raincoat 
over his arm. 

Bessonov had later found that brightly 
polistied cartridge under one of the radiators, 
and had stood with it resting on hig palm, acutely 
aware of its strange weightlcasnesa. 


... Commissar, how old was he? Nineteen? 
Twenty?” Bessunoy asked Vesnin im his gratin 
voice, breaking the silence in the car. 

“That tankman?” 

“And that other one, an the bridge.” 

“Tust boys, both of them.” 

The Horch bounced along gently uver the ruts 
with its headlights off. Uhe lanks bad long since 
disappeared into the bluish murk of the Lrosty 
night. Oo the mght crawled the dotted line of 
blacked-out lorries hauling the heayy guns. Oc- 
casionally through the frosted windows ot the 
car came the whine of wheels skidding on the 
icy road surface or windborne snatches of com- 
mands, and Bessenoy. pursued by this perpetual 
sense of movement, longed for it to be faster. 

The comforting warmth from the engine grad- 
ually enswathed his leg, easing the pain, cush- 
ioting if Like hot cotton wool: the windsercen 
wipers clicked mechanically back and forth, 
brushing hoartrost aff the glass. ‘he whole steppe 
was wrapped in a bluish glow under the brightly 
burning stars. 
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Aomuateh flared and the smell of cigarette 
smoke spread through the car. 

“Yes. twenty. Uhat’s what he tuld ime,” Vesnin 
resumed, then asked with confidential caution, 
“What actually happened to your san, Pyotr 
Alexandrovich? Did you never hear anythmg 
more?” 

Bessonov grew very tense and locked his 
fingers tightly round the stick resting between 
his knees. 

“How do you know about tiny son, Vitali Isaye- 
vich?” he asked restrainedly, without turning 
hig head. “Are you asking whether my son is 
still alive?” 

Vesnin placed his hand gently on the back of 
ile seat, near Bessonoy’s shoulder. 

“Tm sorry, Pyotr Alexandrovich. Of course, 
T had no intention... [ do know something, 
naturally. [ know you have a son, a second licu- 
tenant,... He wax on the Volkhov tront, in the 
Qnd Assault Army, which.... Well, you know 
whal happened to them.’ 

Vesnin fell silent. 

“All you say is quite true,” Bessoney replied 
coldly. “The 2nd Assault Army in which my son 
was serying was defeated in June. Its commander 
yave himself up to the enemy. The Military 
Council Member shot himself. The chiet of 
signals led the remnants out of encirclerncnt. My 
sou was not among those who got through. 
People who knew lim maintain that he was 
killed.” Bessonov frowned. “I trust that what I 
have said will never be repeated vutside this 
car. | should net like the events on the Volkhoy 
front to be whispered about by sensation-mongers. 
‘This is not the time for that kind of thing.” 

Gne of the rear windows creaked as Vesnin 
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opened it and threw out his unfinished cigarette. 
and the fromt scat creaked as the driver shilted 
his position, and, as if the warning had heen 
addressed solely to him, muttered. “I resent that. 
Comrade Commander, lm trustworthy all right.” 

“Resent if you may. if you can't understand,” 
Bessonoy said. “My remark was also addresscd 
to Major Bozhichko. No overtalkative person, 
whether he be a driver or an adjutant, shall 
serve with me for long.” 

“L quite understand, Comrade Commander,” 
Major Bozhichko answered cheerfully, without 
a trace of resentment. “J will bear it in mind if 
Thave made any mistakes.” 

“We have all made uustakes,* Bessonov 
replica, 

Tough and complex, Vesnin thought to him- 
self. He makes it quite clear that he’s not going 
ta take any nonsense from anyone. Keeps him- 
self to himself, What docs he think of me? I 
suppose he regards me us a bespectacled civilian, 
even thiugh I am in the uniform of a divisional 
cornmissar, 

“argive me if I ask one marc question,” he 
continued aloud. wishing to melt the slightly 
official atmosphere that had developed between 
them, “I know you were at GHQ. How is he? 
I've scen him quite a few limes in my life, but 
only on Lhe platform, Never at close quarters.” 

“JJow can IT answer you?’ Bessoney said. 
“That question cannot be answered in a few 
words.” 

Just as Vesnin, while groping for the char- 
acter of the new conumandcr. still involuntarily 
restraincd himself, so Bessonovy was alsa dis- 
inclined to reveal his feclings and talk about 
things thal concerned not only himself but. to 
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some extent, his son. [Je was becoming more and 
more sensitive to the fact that his son's fate was 
a cress that he would have to bear, a wound 
that would net heal and, as often happens, the 
attention, sympathy and curiosity of those around 
him jnade the pain all the more intense. Even 
at GHQ, where he had been suwmoned before 
receiving his new command, the question of his 
aon had come under discussion. 


Chapter Six 


The suramons to GHQ had been unexpected. 

Tt had reached him not in his Moscow flat 
but at the academy, where for two years before 
the war he had taught military history. Knowing 
that an arder concerning hiv new appointwent 
remained only to he signed, he had called on 
the head of the academy, General Volubov, an 
old friend and comrade of the Finnish campaign, 
a sober-minded, subtle expert on modern tactics, 
a modest man of no particular renown in military 
circles, but very experienced, whose advice he 
had always valued. Their leisurely teamimisest- 
tial conversation over tea in the general's study 
had heen interrupted bry a telephone call, The 
general had answered it with his customary 
“Lieutenaot-General Volubov speaking’, then 
his [ace had changed and, lonking up at Bessonuv, 
he had added in a whisper, 

“Its for you, Pyoty  Alcxandrovich-—an 
assistant of Comrade Stalin.” 

Bessonov took the receiver. An unfamiltar 
voice, quiet, steady. trammed in composure, com- 
pletely uninperative. adclressed Bessonoy nut by 
rank but as “Cemrade Bessonav’, then asked 
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politely whether he could come to sec Comrade 
Stalin at two in the afternoon and where the 
car should be sent to pick him up. 

“The main entrance of the academy, if it’s 
no trouble,” Bessoney replied and, after ringing 
off, sat sient for some time under General 
Volubov’s inquiring glance, trying aot to show 
his agitation, any outward display of which he 
found distasteful in other people. Eventually he 
looked at his wateh and said in an everyday 
voice, “In an hour and a half from now I shall 
be seeing the Supreme Commander, il appears.” 

“There's one thing you must remember,’ the 
head of the academy warncd him, taking him by 
the clbow, “no matter what he asks you, don't 
give a hurried answer. Everyone who has been 
there says he doesn't like a slick tongue. And 
for Ged’s sake, don't address him by his name 
and patronymic. Address him officially as ‘Com- 
rade Stalin’. [fe can’t stand the patronyimic style. 
il call on you this evening and you must tell 
me all about it.” 

In Stalin’s vak-panclled  arteroam, dimly 
illumined by the murky grey Hight of a blea 
late autumn day, two gencrals unknown to 
Bessonoy were sitting with their legs tucked 
under sturdy Tned-barbed chairs, waiting in silent 
expectation, and when the elderly, grizzled 
colonel who had been with Bessonov in the car 
brought him into the roym, he was met by a 
short, bald, grey-faced man im a quict civilian 
suit, who rose to mect him with a smile that 
expressed nothing from behind a large desk 
crowded with telephones. 

Peering into the very pupils of Bessonov’s cyes 
and taking his hand in a soft. boneless grip, he 
told him, without saying how long. that he would 
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have to wait, atid escorted him te a vacant chair 
ocxt to the two gencrals. 

“Please, sit here.” 

Bessonov sat down and the bald, tired-looking 
man in civilian clothes--it was he who had rung 
the acudemy—smiled again apologetically and 
with habitual politeness touched Bessonov’s stick 
lightly with the tips of his sallow fingers. 

“Tf you will allow me, I will put this in the 
corner. It will be more convenient for you’ 

He carried the stick away carefully, placed 
it in the corner behind his desk and retumed 
soundlessly tu his papers and telephones, 

It was verv quict and there was a faint smell 
of wood and warm radiaturs. Not sg much ax 
a rustle from the aulummal but already snowy 
city outside penetrated the thick stone walls; no 
sound of human yoiccs, no footsteps in the cor- 
ridor. 

Everyone in the room was quiet; not a creak 
of a chair, not a movement; the man in civilian 
clothes sat silently at his desk; the two unknown 
generals were silent. 

Bessonov also reruiaincd silent, becotumpy morc 
and more aware of a strange, overpowering sense 
of being absorbed in the impenetrable silence, 
of his own unpreparedness al the mere thought 
that Stalin might be somewhere close by, just 
on the other side of this wall, and that the door 
nught open al any moment to admit a man whose 
image was imprinted in his mind more firmly, 
more indelibly than the faces of his dead father 
and mother. 

Probably the two other generals and the tired- 
faced man at the desk felt the same. 

Everything here was imbued with the daily 
presence of this man who was direcling the 
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course of the war and the lives of millions of 
people, all of them ready with conscious convic- 
tion to dic for him; ready to go hungry, to suffer, 
to endure; ready to laugh with jay and shout 
in boundless jubilation af the sight of his merest 
smile or wave of the hand from the plattort. 
the feeling of suspense that Bessonav expe- 
rienced was further intensified because the name 
of Stalin, which cveryone had grown accustomed 
to and which sounded so firm and impressive, no 
tonger secmed to belong to one man alone; yel 
at the same time it was connected with one man. 
a single individual, capable of doing what was 
universal, what was hope and faith. 

No one in the anteronum dared to break the 
silence, for the sound of a normal human voice 
it secmed, might put evervune in a different 
frame of mind and destroy something sacred. 
Onc of the gencrals, a heavy, elderly individual, 
parted his plump knees fo ease his bady into a 
different position, and suddenly his busts creaked 
under his chair, and, as though terrified by the 
sound, he grew purple in the [ace and elanced 
sideways at his neighbour, a smart young licu- 
tenant-general of artillery, ‘Uhe  licutenant 
general, his chest covered with meduls, not a 
crease out ot place im his perfectly pressed tunic, 
sat rigidly upright. staring unwaveringly at the 
little man in civilian clothes, who was still 
perusing his papers at the desk. 

Tt was 14.10 hours, when the bald. fired-faced 
man in civilian clothes ascertained by some 
means known only to himself that Stalin was 
present in the next room. 

He rose softly, entercd the study without any 
summons and upon hix return left the door 
slightly open. 
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“This way, please. Comrade Bessunov,” he 
said, 

‘Trying not to limp, Bessonow walked in. 

Jn the first few moments he noted none of 
the details of this spacious roam with its portraits 
of Suvoroy and Kutuzov on the walls, its tong 
conterence table with its official green top, the 
topographical map on another huge table. the 
telephones and the long flex lying coiled on the 
curpct. As he entered the room, every nerve and 
musele tenscly alert, he saw only Stalin, a small 
man, who at first sight scemed to have little 
resemblance to his portraits. Stalin was coming 
towards him with soft, slightly rolling strides 
in supple, squeakless boots; he was wearing an 
army-type tunic that fitted closely over his 
sloping shoulders. Fis thick moustache and heavy 
eycbrows glcamed with a barely discernible trace 
of etey, his narrow, yellawish cyes were calm, 
and Bessonoy’s first thought was; What will he 
ask me now? 

Having greeted him without a handshake or 
any invitation to sit down, and without sitting 
down himself, Stalin began to pace soundlesslv 
alang the carpet beside the map table, holding 
his left, apparently not fully flexible arm over 
his stomzach. 

After a fairly long silenee, he walked to the 
desk at the end of the room and, standing side- 
wars to Bessonoy, asked without any clearly 
definable intonation, “What is your opinion af 
the latest events, Comrade Bessonoy?’ 

Bessonny did not quite understand the ques- 
tion and wanted to chairify it by asking, “What 
events exactly, Comrade Stalin?” but, controlling 
his voice with an effort, he replied instead, “If 
we are speaking of the latest events at Stalin- 
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stad, Comrade Stalin, they cauld mark the be- 
ginning of a large-scale offensive and, seit 
gcems to me, a new stage in the war, if we da 
not allaw the Germans to break open the inner 
or outer fronts af encirclement—” 

“Seems, or are you convinced, Comrade 
Bessonov?” 

“T am convinced, Comrade Stalin. I think much 
will depend on how systematically we are able 
to split up and destroy the encircled encmy.” 

Bessonoy paused: it had seemed to him that 
Stalin's rather narrow, rounded back had stirred 
after this reply, stopping him and agreeing with 
him. 

Lhe study was cool and quict. Stalin picked 
up a pipe from an ash tray. turned away from 
the table, struck a match and, as he lighted the 
pipe, stared steadily over Lhe match flame at 
Bessonov. 

“If we appoint you to command an army at 
Stalingrad, will there be any objections on your 
part, Comrade Bessonov?” he asked deliberately 
as thouh he had not heard his reply. “We know 
all about the operations of vour army corps at 
Moscow and have consulted Rokossoysky.” 

So the rumours about his appointment were 
true. It would sound rather foolish to admit that 
he did not quite understand the rcason [or his 
appointment or that it had enme as a surprise. 
Rokossavsky must have recommended him for 
the post. How odd that things should work out 
like this. 

“Comrade Stalin. I am a soldier and | regard 
a appointment to any post as an order.” 

“T assume you have recovered properly in 
hospital and are ready to fight. Comrade Bes- 
sonov. Lhere should be no objections on that 
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score either, I think.” Stalin waved the match 
aut with a limp Hick of the wrist. “Came over 
to the map.” 

Without his stick Bessonov covered the short 
disianee to the table as if il were parl of an 
assault course. Now he was standing so close ta 
Stalin that he could feel the sweetish smell of 
rich tobacen from his clothes, amd could see in 
profile a broad, greying eyebrow and the sallow, 
pock-marked skin of the cheek: and when Stalin. 
after pausing over the map, slowly taised his 
ycllawish eyes, they had a softer gleam of inward 
jronie satisfaction. 

“T have nothing against yowr reasoning, Com- 
rade Bessonoy.” Stalin said sofily. ‘At Moscow 
as you lnow, we also considered the possibility 
of encircling the enemy. Rut we had insufficient 
forces. Your corps hadn't cnough forces cither. 
Tiyery general dreams of his Cannae, Comrade 
Ressonovy. But we, Commnnists, believe in 
objective canditions. Hitler al the gates of 
Maseow, sa they say, lacked about one fresh 
lank division and a long summer. Some people 
maintain that it has become a law for them to 
advance in summer and for us to defeat them in 
winter, But there can be no such Jaw in wartare. 
That's an old tale....” Stalin paused. “So it’s 
a Cannae, you say, Comrade Bessouay?” he 
repeated, although Bessonoy had nol used this 
werd, and he sucked at his pipe, which had gone 
out. He made no altempl to relight il, however, 
and with ils stem smoothly encireled the urea 
of Stalingrad on the map. “Here the Navi handits 
have fallen into a cauldron, and this is our first 
Cannac, Comrade Bessonoy. Do you agree?” 

“Yes, Gomrade Stalin, I futly agree with you.” 

“Therefore your well equipped army.” Stalin 
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continued after a tong pause, “which we are 
giving you from the GHQ reserve. is being gent 
to strengthen the three fronts, to complete the 
rout of the encircled Germans. You will finish 
off Paulus and bring Operation Ring to comple- 
lion. What are your ideas on this subject, Cam- 
rade Bessonov?” 

“Comrade Stalin,’ Bessonoy said. — realising 
why Stalin had dwelt on past developments at 
Moscow and had so emphatically repeated three 
times the word “Cannae” when speaking of the 
situation at Stalingrad, which had developed 
from the Soviet counter-offensive in November. 
“T should like to say, Comrade Stalin, that 
everything now hangs on the speed with which 
we eliminate this enormous Gennan grouping 
We cannot rule out the possibility of an attempt 
to break out of the ring or of a blow at the outer 
front aimed at driving through to the encircled 
grouping. I have been told that our operations 
for climinating the encircled enemy forces have 
slowed down lately and the Germans are offe 
bitter resistance and even counter-uttackiny.” 

He knows this better than [ do and I am 
probably saying the wrong thing. Bessunay 
thoughi as soon as the last phrase was out of his 
mouth, but Stalin put a lighted match to his 
pipe and nodded slightly. 

“An attempt to break the ring. you say? Are 
you not making a mistake, Comrade Bessonoy? 
We have information on the transfer of German 
forces fromm Western Europe to the Stalingrad 
sector. ... Ga on.” 

“For this reason [ should like the army to be 
sent to the front as quickly as possible, Comrade 
Stalin.” 

Apparently engrossed in some thought of his 
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own, Stalin allowed his pipe-stem to rest on the 
thick hair of his reddish moustache for a minute, 
then spoke with a particularly noticeable Geor- 
gian accent. 

“Operation Ring for the breaking up and 
destruction of the surrounded grouping will be 
carried out with the forces of Rokossovsky’s [rant 
and mainly by your army, Comrade Bessonov. 
Not later than December 23rd, ‘Vhe point is that 
up to the time of Stalingrad our soldiers and 
even our commanders have not been used to 
surrounding an cnemy and actually battering 
that surrounded enemy to death. ‘Vhe word 
‘German’ has had a very active ving for a long 
time. It has become a psychological factor. And 
one that must be eradicated from peuple’s minds. 
Forever, Is that so, Comrade Bessonov? Or not 
quite?” 

“T think, Comrade Stalin.” Bessonov — said. 
“that our soldiers have not quite rid their minds 
of the retreat of *41. Or the summer of “42. But 
the tuming point is coming or has already come. 
‘Vhey have begun to realise that it’s a different 
war now, that we are the ones who do the 
enarcling and not the Germans.” 

Stalin’s  impassive, —yellowish-grey face 
expressed neither assent nor dissent by so much 
as the movement of a muscle and, either 
coughing ur clearing a troublesome sore throat, 
he bepau to stalk up and down the study along 
the thick carpet, his stiff left arm still crooked 
in front of his stomach, his narrow. sloping 
shoulders slightly stanped; but Bessonov suddenly 
felt that at this moment Stalin was displeased 
or worried about sumething, perhaps because uf 
the mention of 1941 or the reference to the slow- 
ing up of operations against von Panlus’s en- 


123 


cireled forces. The glance that met his eyes as 
Stalin approached was cold)y concentrated and 
held him with « calm firmness, 

“What is the aim and objective of the military 
leader,” Stalin said, addressing himself rather 
than Bessunoy, and in his meditation weighing 
cach word on delicately precige seales. “The 
nilitary leader's main task is to recognise and 
study the enemy. To prepare and wait for the 
right moment, To train the muscles. To deliver 
the blow suddenly. And to win victory.” 

He stressed the “win victary’ with a gesture 
and his scabrous face, pitted all over with tiny 
pock-marks. looked momentarily satisfied, 

“And all the doubters will be proved wrong.” 
Stalin concluded, once again stressing his words 
with a gesture, “The cowards and half-hearted 
sceptics, Comrade Bessunov, There are still some 
of them about, unfartimatcly.” 

With the frown of onc who was not disposed 
to listen any [urther, he watked to the desk at 
the ond of the study and picked up the telephone 
but, after coughing and clearing his throat, slowly 
dowered if aga. For a minute or two he slood 
sideways towards Bessonov, as though he had 
completely forgotten his presence; his small 
swarthy hand, covered with golden hairs, 
knocked the ash out of the pipe, then he opencd 
a box of cigarettes on the desk and. rage 
the cigarettes between his fingers over an as 
tray, crumbled the tobacco into his pipe. 

This is a sign that 1 mast go. He must have 
called me in just to have a Inok at the new army 
commander and he does not seem very satisfied 
with me, Bessonov reflected. Probably my 
appointment to this command on Rokossovsley’s 
advice was purely accidental, just as | supposed. 
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Stalin went on crutnbling tobacco into his pipe 
and packing it down, then aftcr a prolonged pause 
hegan to speak very softly. 

“Tell me, Comrade Bessonov, vou studied anc] 
later taught at the academy.... That’s a well- 
knewn tact. Did you know a certain General 
Viasay?” 

Why does he ask about Vlasov? the thought 
lashed through Bessonov’s mind. What made 
him bring this up? 

“Yes, I did.” he replied, with his heart beating 
faster, He had heard trom people on the Gencral 
Staff of the events in June on the Volkhov front 
and the tragedy of the 2nd Assault Army, in 
which his son, now reported missing, had served. 
“f did know him,” Bessonoy repeated. “We 
studied at the academy at the same time.” 

“What is your personal opinion of the Vlasov 
of those years? They say he was rather proud 
and easily offended.” 

“That did not strike one at the time. Comrade 
Stalin. In those years he did not associate very 
closely with anyonc, if I remember rightly.” 

“They say that this proud general, who has 
surrendered to the Germans, was a coward and 
very timid in battle, like that genctal — that 
Yermolay mentions. Is that 4?” 

“Tecan say nothing about any such qualities 
of his, Gomrade Stalin. I never met Vlasov at 
the front,” Bessonov replied in a law voice “The 
only thing I know for certain is that at the 
academy lie was not outstanding in any way. Tec 
was a man of average ability.” 

“It has become known that this — political 
adventurer of average ubility,” Stalin said fiercely, 
“has taken up service with the Germans. Through 
the fault of this timtd general six thousand men 
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of his army have perished and cight thousand 
are inissing. In my opinion, Comrade Bessunev, 
those who allow themselves to be Laken prisoner 
aften include politically aod morally unstable 
elements. To some degree dissatisfied with our 
system. Not counting a few exceptions. Do you 
uprec?” 

Victor is one of those cight thousand missing 
but he could not have been taken prisoner! Why 
has Stalin brought all this up? Bessonoy Ielt a 
burning stab of pain in his leg, tollowed by an 
overpowering desire to wipe the hat sweat that 
this pain had brought out on his temples. 

In Moscow, atter hospital, while still waiting 
for an dppoiitment, and constantly  thinkir 
about his son, whether he was alive or deal 
Ressonoy had made all possible inquiries about 
the 2nd Assault Army and those who had escaperd 
trom encirclement, but he had avoided consider- 
ing these latest tacts even in conversation with 
his wite, He had refused to lose hope. Victur’s 
death or capturc, fis sullerings ending in death 
or beginning in captivity were measured in his 
father’s mind by different categosies—-by the 
meaning of his own life. the meaning of his 
belated love for his son, the meaning ot his 
wife’s life, by his taith in what he believed and 
wanted to believe. The brief mecting in the 
hospital ncar Moscow hefore Victor's departure 
for the front, which had brought a poignant 
tenderness into their cclationship, the cartridges 
scattcring out of the pocket ul tins new officer's 
ramcoat. Ins clumsy attemipl to smoke, — his 
laughter, his desire io go into action with his 
friends from ining school—Bessonay remem- 
bered if all as if in a constantly recurring dream. 

Bessonoy himself had experienced more than 
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once a feeling of helplessness in the first months 
of 1911. He knew the general depression that. 
overcame men in ¢neitclement, spreading like 
an epidemic, but he also knew, had himself seen 
how young lieutenants, mere boys, company and 
battalion commanders, who for varivus reasons 
had lost the thread of command, managed in 
apparently hopeless circumstances to rally groups 
of men and in a last desperate rush broke through 
the enclosing ring or else died under the tracks 
and guns of enemy tanks; he could sce all this 
clearly eyen now and he had no doubt that the 
Victor he had discovered anew at their last meet- 
ing would have tricd to break out wilh the 
remnants of the defeated army. 

“Why are vou silent, Gomrade Bessonov? Do 
vou not agree?” 

Bessonoy looked up. There were deep lines 
in his lean face and he could not open his tightly 
compressed lips, The pain in his leg from stand - 
ing too long was erceping up to his hip, groping 
at it with red-hot fingers; ke remembered — the 
stick which that polite bald mao had taken from 
him in the anleroom, felt a longing to sit down 
but knew he would not do so, and at last he 
tuanaged to force out, “My son was in command 
of a company in the 2nd Assault Army. | don't 
know what happened to him, but as lus father 
T have no reason to suspect him of treachery, 
Comrade Stalin, even if he was taken prisoner.” 

With a dry cough Stalin banged his pipe 
down on the table and thrust it away, as it it 
were a living creature that had irritated him. 
This was a sign of suppressed displeasure, though 
Bessonov could not have known it. Stalin paced 
across the study: his dark lids were half-closed. 

“The fate of your son was not what T had in 
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mind. 1 know he is very young. 1 was nel think- 
ing of what you thouvht. Comrade Bessonoyv. | 
had in mind quite a dtiterent ligure. | think the 
roots of treachery always go back into the past. 
Young people have no past.” 

Bessonov felt the living pain rise more and 
tmoore fiercely and unbearahly from bis shin to 
hip; het sweat trickled under his armpits. If 
only I hac a stick to lean on, he thought, know- 
ing the futility of such a wish. 

“At one time this Vlasov was in everybody 5 
good books. No onc spotted the ratten core 
within. No one at the academy or in the army,” 
Stalin snapped. and the coldness of his glance 
seared Bessonovs face, making him want to put 
his hand to his cheek to relieve the metallic 
chill. “Is that not true, Comrade Bessonov?” 

“It is hard for me to answer that question, 
Comrade Stalin. As tar as [ have been able to 
imagine the circumstances under which Vlasov 
was captured, ] have put it down to the bestial 
side of human downfall, But actually serving the 
Germans—that 1 consider a political step.” 

Af that moment, as he tried (o trace the logical 
thread in what Stalin had said about prisoners 
of war, Bessonov dismissed. retused to agree with 
anything that could cust the slightest shadow on 
the fate of his son, He did not believe that he 
could have been weak or cowardly. Victor's name 
had not been in the fists of the sixteen thousand 
mcn who had escaped from encirclement. Yet 
at the same time Bessonov’s expericnce rejected 
any innacent. unproved assurance that all was 
well with his son. He still admitted to himself 
the possibility that in certain circumstances 
Victor might have been taken prisoner, like 
others in the same tragic situation but, hard 
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though it was to face, he was becoming more and 
more certain that his son had been killed while 
trying to break through the ring enclosmg the 
Qnd Assault Army, This scemed more like the 
truth. 

But Beasonov could not know what had caused 
this conversation, what had suddenly awakened 
Stalin's interest in Gencral Vlasov. 

In all wars there had heen acts of treachery, 
cowardice, defection of armies, passing of sccret 
documents. But Viasov's act of treachery in 
June 1942 had not been an act of treachery on 
the part of the army itself, which had resisted 
to the last at the village of Spasskaya Polist; 
indeed, remnants of the shaitered divisions had 
been able to fight thetr way out of encirclement. 
Viasov's betrayal had been a cowardly act of 
treachcry by onc gencral, who at night had 
secretly abandoned his headquarters and crossed 
over to the German-occupied village of 
Pyatnitsa, giving himself up with the cringing 
words: “Don't aie I am General Vlasov.” He 
had attempted to save his own lile, which had 
at once become death, for every act of treachery 
is spiritual death, But Vlasov’s treachery and the 
failure of one anny on one of the less important 
sectors did nol, of course, aller the situation of 
the whole Sovict-German front. At that time 
the gravest danger was in the south and Stalin, 
who had been concerned about the southerm 
fronts, where the Germans were preparing to 
launch theiy main cftort, had been unwilling to 
focus attention on the events round Volkhov. 
But now, when great success was in the offing 
for the three Soviet fronts at Stalingrad. in these 
days of the November counter-offensive, the 
name of General Vlasov had aguin cropped up 
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in the intelligence reports. Stalin had relived 
his former anger but. though it did little to 
calm him, he had at the same time imagined 
what Vlasov must be tecling now, in the German 
rear, on hearing of the success of the Red Army. 
And Stalin, returning to the past im the course 
of those importunate memorics, had expected 
that Bessonov, this elderly general who had once 
known the [onmer commander of the Second 
Assault Army during his training at the academy, 
and who had devoted many years of his life to 
the army, would be able to define the salient 
features in this traitor’s behaviour, the roots that 
even in those distant ycars roust have been faintly 
visible, and would explain the real Vlasov. Stalin 
had wanted to know that exactly. 

On hearing Bessonov’s reply, he by force of 
habit showed no direct dissatisfaction; with an 
almost apathetic lack of haste he walked from 
one end of the study to the other and spoke 
from there in a barely audible voice. 

“A political step? Yes, it is politics... They 
say, Comrade Bessonoy, that you sometimes 
express your own special pomt of view on various 
cvents. As you have done about these prisoners 
of war, for instance. Does this opinion of you 
accord with the facts?” 

Bessonov, who had been expecting a continua- 
tion of the discussion about Vlasov, was not 
prepared for this question and, aa he shifted his 
throbbing leg slightly on the carpel, he felt his 
chest flutter with a quite unaccustomed sensation 
of falling [rom a great height. as though he were 
already consciously prepared tor the fatal out- 
come. and with an effort he forced himself to 
say, “Comrade Stalin, peuple probably say cven 
worse things about me, I know that | am con- 
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sidered to have a very bad temper. No doubt 
there have been complaints about me. 

Stalin lifted his heavy lids, stared in surprise 
and lowered them again. 

“Why don’t you answer the question dircetly?” 
he asked, and suddenly broke into silent laughter. 
Rubbing his pipe with his thumb and flexing 
his shoulders, he again strode to the desk at the 
end ot the study. 

“You are « Communist, Gomrade Bessonoy, 
and you must answer like a Communist. Have 
you always had your own personal point of view 
on various events?” 

“T have tried to, Comrade Stalin. But I have 
not always been able to defend it to the end.’ 

Stalin glanced at him frowningly [rom the 
desk. Long accustomed to the unquestioning 
assent of those around him, he sometimes allowed 
a very few of his associates to state their own 
personal opinion, and Bessonov's reply had 
reminded him of onc of the representatives of 

GHQ who at times irritated him but whose 
fearless outspokenness was essential when decid- 
ing operational problems. But an experienced 
shrewdness that so often astonished everyone as 
a firm and exact assessinent of the situation had 
accustotned Stalin to believing in the infallibility 
of his views; and he stated them without hesita- 
tion. 

“T understand, Comrade Sessonoy. — Pre- 
sumably your doubts had to do with cerfain 
military leaders whom we punished at one 
time?” 

“That is only my point ol view, Comrade 
Stalin,’ Bessonov replied, feeling as though he 
had moved closer to the icy wind that wag 
blawing in his face and round his legs; and having 
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made this reply, and realising that Stalin had 
forced him to speak ot something he had had 
no intention of mentioning, added with a com- 
posure that surprised himself, “Lhis point of 
view was formed from serving with certain 
military leaders whu later became the victitns 
of slander. Of that 1 am = sere, Comrade 
Stalin... .” 

Stalin again thrust the pipe away across the 
table, as if it were some intrusive object getting 
in his way, and spoke dispassionately. 

“Tam aware ot doubts of this kind. ‘the 
struggle makes barsh demands. But many of 
thoxe whom we doubted at the time were people 
with the potential inner rottennesy of a Vlasov. 
The excesses and mistakes were put right long 
ago. Rokossovsky amd Tolbukhin are fighting 
well at Stalingrad.” 

What about the others? Bessonov thought as 
Stalin continued, “... But if this madman Vlasov 
did come to his senses and break with the 
Germans, we should never lorgive him!” 

The conversation had apparently put Staho 
into a mood wo! unwelcome reminiscence and, 
after a slight Gt of coughing, he walked with 
his soft tread, in boots that never emitted the 
slightest squeak to the map on the table, stared 
for a long time at the positions of the three 
fronts as they had been marked that morning 
and, trying to divert his thoughts by concentrat- 
ing on the suceess of the three fronts at Stalin- 
grad, said with a dismissive gesture, “All that 
is hy the way! As regards your son, Comrade 
Bessonov, we shall not put him down op the 
list of prisoners. We shall consider him to he 
missing. Later on we shall make detailed inqui- 
ries. And keep you tnformed. My clder son, 


Yakov, was also posted missing at the beginning 
of the war. So we are in the same position, 
Comrade Bessonoy.” 

Stalin was about to add something else about 
his clder son but he hesitated, moved the magni- 
fying glass across the map. and changed the 
subject abruptly. 

“Bring your army into action without delay. 
I wish you, Comrade Bessonov, as part ot 
Rokossovsky's front, success in crushing and 
destroying the forces of von Paulus. | believe in 
you after the resolute actions of your corps 
at Moscow. Comrude Bessonoy, I remember 
that.” 

‘ “f shall spare no eltort. Comrade Stalin. May 
go?” 

But vou must be sparing of your strength. 
T thought you were a giant of a man,” Stalin 
spread his amms, indicating the assumed breadth 
of Bessonov's shonlders and, as he did so, smiled 
unexpectedly and his moustache quivered, and 
at that moment (Stalin felt it himself) the harsh 
yellow coldness in his eves melted and disap- 
peared, and his whole face with all its tiny pock- 
marks softened, becoming homely. Iindly, as 
Ressonoy had been accustomed to see it in the 
portraits of him. “You are very thin, Comrade 
Bessonov. Is that because you have your own 
point of view? It isn’t un ulcer, is it? You don't 
eat enough, I suppose. And that means you'll 
teed the men badly. We can’t allow that, al- 
thongh the supply situation is net so good at 
Stalingrad.” 

“TY have just come out of hospital. Comrade 
Stalin. But I haye always been thin,’ Bessonov 
replied, noticing Statin’s smile, which seemed 
to invite him to forget all the implications of 
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this conversation that had no direct bearing on 
the matter in hand. 

‘Three hours later he took off from a military 
airficld in a courier aircraft for a destination in 
the Stalingrad area. But even in the air he was 
still unable to sort out the complex overwhelming 
impression left by his summons to GHO and 
his forty-minute conversation with the Supreme 
Commander. 


On the third day after Bessonov’s arrival in 
the deployment area of his army, the situation 
south-west of Stalingrad suddenly changed. 

From the 24th to the 29th of November 
formations of the Don and Stalingrad fronts had 
been cngaged in continuous offensive action 
against the thousands of trapped German troops, 
which were still resisting fiercely even te the 
point of counter-attacking in certain sectors. By 
the early days of December the territary occupied 
bv the encircled forces had heen halved, and 
extended no more than 70-80 kilometres from 
cast to west and 30-40 kilometres from north 
to south. Colonel-General von Paulus, com- 
mander of the Gth Field Army, sent an urgent 
telegram to Hitler’s headquarters requesting 
petmission to attempt to break out of the 
“eaaldron” after regrouping his forces for a drive 
to the south-west. Counting on Hitler’s consent, 
he ordered his army, and also the 4th Panzer 
Army that had been subordinated to him, to 
prepare to withdraw from the Volga in the 
direction of Rostov. Thesc two armies spent 
several days hastily burning and blowing up 
eyervihing that could not be used during — the 
break-out—stocks of officers’ summer uniform, 
tractors and lerries for which there was no fuel, 


134 


any stores that would prove a hindrance to 
the troops; they also destroyed all staff 
papers. 

Though well informed of the position of the 
troops by his personal representatives, [itler 
wavered. But after Goering’s promise to provide 
an ait-lift to Stalingrad that would deliver up 
to 500 tons of supplies daily. he radioed a reply 
to von Paulus, ordering him not to quit Stalin- 
grad. but to maintain all-round defence and fight 
to the last man, ‘The headquarters of the 6th 
Anny then received an order concerning the 
operation code-named “Winter Tempest,” an 
operation for the relief of the marooned forces 
by a break-in through the ring of encirclement 
from the direction of Kotelnikovo and ‘formosin 
by Ficld Marshal von Mansteins Don Army 
Group, to which were now subordinated all the 
formatians deployed south of the middle Den 
as far ax the steppes of Astrakhan. totalling as 
many as thirty divisions, including six panzer 
and one motorised division, transferred from 
Germany, France, Poland and other sectors of 
the front. 

Hitler's decision to hold Stalingvad at all costs 
also pursued the strategic aim of covering the 
withdrawal to Rostoy of the Gennans’ North 
Caucasus grouping, whose flanks were now 
threatened. 

On December 11th, after discussing the situa- 
tion in the Stalingrad area, Hitler ordered von 
Manstein to strike. 

At dawn on December 12th, having created a 
superiority of three to one on a narrow sector 
along the Tikhorctsk-Kotelnikovo-Stalingrad rail- 
way, Coloncl-General Hoth. commanding the 
spearhead of the relicf force, struck with two 
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panzer divisions and massed air support at the 
boundary between two armies of the Stalingrad 
Front. The German tanks drove through the 
gap. reached the River Aksai by December 15th, 
forced it and aftcr three days of incessant attacks 
advanced 45 kilometres in the direction of 
Stalingrad. Sovict intelligence intercepted 
uncaded messages from Hoth to von Paulus’s 
headquarters: “Hold out. Relicf is near. We're 
on the way!” The situation in the south-west 
became extremely critical. Weakened by previous 
defensive aud offensive actions, our forces re- 
treated with heavy losses, holding on relentlessly 
to every mound and hill. All reserves were 
thrown in on the main sector but even this could 
not bring any essential change in the situation 
and Colonel-General Hoth’s army group, tein- 
forced by the 17th Panzer Division. swept on 
towards Stalingrad and the encircled 6th Army 
of von Paulus, which was waiting hourly for the 
signal to break out of the riug in the direction 
of the panzer divisions that were racing to its 
relief. 

At the moment when Bessonov’s newly actiy- 
ated army had just begun te detrain north-west 
of Stalingrad, detailed information had been 
teceived concerning the German counter-attack 
on the Kotelnikoyo sector and the mortal battles 
along the line of the River Aksai. Bessonov and 
his chicf of staff Major-General Yatsenko were 
summoned urgently to the Front’s Military 
Council. where a GHQ representative was also 
present. After detailed reports by the front com- 
mander and the commanders of the defending 
armics it became perfectly clcar that the 
Stalingrad Front. which was taking the main 
weight of the attack, did not pessess sufficient 
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suength to withstand the onslaught of von 
Mansiein with his great numerical superiority 
on the breakthrough sector. 

As he listened lo these reports, Bessonov 
reflected silently that to send his army into the 
sector of the Don Front with the task of putting 
an ond to von Paulus’s cocircled grouping would 
he an ill-advised step at this moment of imminent 
danger in the south. And when the GHQ repre- 
sentative suggested taking his well equipped army 
out of the Don Front and regrouping it in the 
south-west against. von Manstein’s spcarhead. 
where the fate of the whole operation was being 
decided, he was mentally prepared for this 
proposal and, after a brief pause, replied that he 
could at present see no other solution. 

But having given this reply, Bessonov imme- 
diately asked that his unseasoned army, which 
had never yet scem battle, should be reinforecd 
with a lank or mechanised corps. Major-General 
Yatsenko glanced at him apprehensively and 
Bessonov noted that his chief of staff (he knew 
little of him as yet) was extremely disturbed by 
the revision of the army's task, which the newly 
arrived commandcy had accepted so lightly and 
apparently almost uncenditionally, 

In his way he’s quite right, Bessonoy thought. 

The GHOQ representative replied that he would 
ring Stalin at once, that he hoped to receive his 
consent to the Military Council's proposal that 
Bessonov's army should he transferred from the 
Ton Front to the critical Kotelnikovo sector of 
the Stalingrad Front with the object of stopping 
and smashing von Manstein on the way ta 
Stalingrad. 

Bessonov heard the urgent, hurrying word 
“smash” and reflected that cven “stopping” the 
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enemy at this first stage would ensure the success 
of the operation. 

GHQ gave its consent without delay and 
Bessonov's army proceeded by forced marches, 
without halt or rest, from north to south, to the 
line of the River Myshkova, the [ast natural 
barrier, beyand which the German tanks would 
be confronted by nothing but flat unbraken steppe 
all the way to Stalingrad. 


Chaptcr Seven 


At some time between two and three in the 
morning, after a harassing drive over icy steppe- 
land roads jammed with troap columns, Bes- 
sonav’s car arrived at the half-ruined, lightless 
Cossack village in a deep ravine where the 
army's néw command post was located. 

At the crossroads on the edge of the village 
a tarch flashed its red beam and three dark 
figures emerged into the middle of the road. Tt 
was a patrol. 

Major Bozhichko got out of the car and, after 
a few words with the senior member of the 
patrol, returned to the car and reported. 

“Fourth house on the right. The place is fitted 
up already. All the services are there.” 

Ressonay walked up and down [for a while 
by the porch of his headquarters, stretching his 
stiff legs and breathing in the crisp, frosty air 
mingled with the warm slightly bitter smell of 
smoke from stoves burning dricd dung. The sky 
was amass of stars, Brilliant constellations 
blazed quiveringly in the dark December heights. 
Stinging white snow dust was curling off the 
roof, The wind hummed mournfully through the 
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dark islands of bare maize stalks rising among 
the snowdrifts of a kitchen garden. And some- 
where to the left, to the south, a muffled nunbling 
approached and died away again. rising and 
falling on the waves of air. 

Presently Bessonov heard the roar of cngincs 
in the streets of the village. snatches of com- 
mands, the shouts of the signallers fixing their 
telephone lines, the creak of carts going by in 
the darkness. From the neighbouring house a 
husky voice could be heard delivering a stream 
of homely invective—cvidently the quarter- 
master dressing down a slcepy and ineilictent 
cook, Everythng was familiar. Outwardly it all 
looked much the same as any other setting up 
of a large headquarters. But at the same time 
Bessonoy caught himself thinking that wnany of 
these pcople giving instructions. carrying on with 
their usual work, concerned only with arranging 
things as conveniently as possible, had no idea 
of the degree of danger that was approaching 
with that rumbling in the south. 

*Do you hear that, Pyotr Alcyandrovich?” 
Vesnin said, clearing his throat in the cold and 
wiping his spectacles with a pocket handkerchief. 
“They're pressing on even at night! They must 
be in a hurry! The sky looks lighter over there— 
all on fire...” 

“Yes, they arc in a hurry,” Bessonov answered, 
and stepped past the sentry on to the snowy 
porch. 

The house where the chief of stafl had taken 
up his quarters was already fiercely overheated 
and smelled of sheepskins, wood and. for some 
reason, linsced oil, In a large room with care- 
fully masked windows a strong white light was 
provided by bare bulbs connected to batteries. 
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On wooden benches by the map and at the table 
sat the chiefs of departments and services 
probably summoned hy Yatsenko. Bessonov was 
surprised to see them wearing shecpskins and 
caps; it seemed to cmphasise a kind of tension 
that he had no desire to see at his command post. 
They had been smoking heavily and blue layers 
of smoke hung over the tuble. Evidently the 
conference was nearing its end. Major-General 
Yatsenko, massively built. his Jarge head 
smoothly shaven despite the winter, an impres- 
sively solid and sturdy figure, boomed out an 
order at the sight of Bessonoy, Everyone rose 
to attention, hastily concealing their cigarettes: 
they all knew that the new commander of the 
army did not smoke and refused to tolerate 
tobacco fimes. 

Nessonov returned their greeting without 
shaking anyone's hand and took off his coat, 

“I would prefer net to have any smoking in 
this room,” he said in a dissatisfied tone. “Don’t 
fuddle your heads with it. And 1 should also 
like commanders to take off their greatcoats and 
shecpskins when they cuter headquarters. You 
will all find it more comfortable, I have no doubt. 
lf I have not interrupted your conference, will 
everyone kindly go about their duties at once.” 

“Dike a lot of chimneys!” Vesnin said, rubbing 
his hands and rocking back and forth on his 
lony legs. “What a fue!” 

“There's nothing I can do with them. the 
devils. They will go on puffing away! Shall 1 
have the room aired, Pyotr Alexandrovich?” 
Yatsenko said in his deep voice when some of 
the commanders had left, and turned his big 
shaven head towards the curtained windows. He 
did not smoke himself, was in enviably robust 
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health, and with his mind always full of siaff 
matters, treated his sabardinales leniently, 
pardoning many of their domestic faults like an 
affectionate father with disobedient children. 

“Not now,’ Bessonov smoothed his thin. grev- 
ing, sideways combed hair and nodded. “Gome 
over to the map, please. And I think it would 
be better if you all sat down.” 

Everyone who had remained in the room 
seated themselves round the map. Bessynov 
propped his stick against the cde of the table: 
no ane was looking at Yatsenke, who stood 
impressively, ready to make his report, or at 
the map with the latest data marked on it. All 
eyes wore on Bessonov's face, drawn and thin, 
without a trace of colour from the frost, inval- 
untarily comparing it with Vesnin’s plcasantly 
flushed and youthful countenance. The differ- 
ence in appearance between the commander of 
the army and the Military Council Member was 
striking. 

“Proceed,” said Bessonoy. 

“Because of the enforced radio silence, liaison 
with the corps leaves much to be desired. We 
receive information only through our liaison 
officers, Comrade Commander,” Yatsenko began 
and in his small, clever eyes there was none of 
the questioning and surprise that Bessonov_ had 
noticed there during the conference of the Front 
Military Council. Yatsenko was now totally 
concerned with organisation. with the tremen- 
dous cffort te move [our full-strength corps a 
distance of 200 kilometres from north to south. 
“Two hours ago the army occupied the follow- 
ing position...” 

General Yatsenko placed his large, soft, white 
hand on the map. His broad. flat fingernails were 
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neatly clipped and clean, just as he himself was 
perfectly washed and shaved with the regular 
army officers pedantic love of hygiene. His 
report was also pedantically clear and his voice 
had a deep, wholesome ring, as though he enjoyed 
reeling off the numbers ot the corps and divi- 
sions. 

“The 3ed Guards Infantry Corps has reached 
the deployinent area on the line of the River 
Mvyshkova and is holding the defences there, The 
7th Gorps is on the march and by nightlall, 1 
hope, will arrive in the concentration area with- 
out mishap. An extremely grave situation has 
developed in the mechanised corps, Comrade 
Commander.” And Yatsenko turned slowly 
purple, as if he, with his love of efficiency, was 
reliving what he had felt on receiving that des- 
perate message of distress from the mechanised 
corps. “It has run out of fuel cn route. The 
tractors and armmunition forries are stuck at the 
fortieth kilometre. I have sent two telerrams to 
the commander of the front.” 

Without stumbling and rather craphatically 
Yatsenko recited the text of these two telegrams 
then gave Bessonoy onc of those lowering, 
expectant glanecs with which he was alrcady 
familiar, Bessonov asked no questions, however. 
His thm face remained impassive and he showed 
to surprise over the note of urgency in the 
telegrams; his glance wandered to the map on 
the table. It was Vesnin, his spectacles flashing. 
who asked: 

“What about the food situation, Chief of 
Stalfr LF they don't get some hot soup and a 
tation of vodka the men will be frozen stiff in 
this perishing cold.” 

“That coes without saying,” Yatsenko replied 
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gruffly. “There are cases of frost-bite in some 
of the divisions.” 

“LE see,” said Bessonov. 

Everything the chief of stuff had reported 
fitted in with what he had himsclf observed that 
morning and aftcrnven on the roads along which 
the anny was moving. But these ditficultics 
were not what worried Kessonoy at the moment; 
experience had taught him to believe in an 
army's “second wind” during forced marches 
over great distances. [le was far more concemed 
about the threat to one of the divisions of the 
neighbouring army, which had been fighting w 
hitter defensive action for several days und was 
all but cxhausicd by German tank attacks. He 
knew the situation there nut only from the 
incoherent replics of that — terror-shocked 
tankman. How long Bessonov would have to 
deploy his army along the line of the River 
Myshkova—the last obstacle preventing the 
Germans from reaching their encircled torccs at 
Stalingrad—depended directly on whether this 
division held out against the frenzicd enemy 
onslaught or died in the attempt. 

Interrupting Yatsenko’s report with his laconic 
‘To xce™, he glanced at Coloncl Dergachov. head 
of the reconnaissance department, a fairly young 
man with fine, closely knit brows that gave him 
a grim and independent expression beyond his 
years. As if expecting unsatisfactory news, 
Bessonov asked, “What has reconnaissance to 
report?” 

“The situation as it was by this cvening, 
Comrade Commander,’ Colonel Dergachov said 
in a tone that indecd promised no encourage- 
ment. “On our neighbour's right [lank the 
Germans have hroughi in a fresh tank division 
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which includes practically a battalion of the new, 
heavy Tigers. The information given by a 
German officer captured yesterday and other 
data suggest that more than ten divisions, in- 
cluding two tank divisions, are taking part in 
the aflempt to break the blockade. The neigh- 
bouring army can't stand ap to such an on- 
slaught.” 

“T sce,” Bessonoy repeated. 

“Our neighbour on the right is in just as bad 
a posiuon, if not worse,” Yatscnko added. 
breathing hard in the silence that had followed 
the colonel’s announcement. “The cavalry corps 
has suffercd enormous losses and retired. It looks 
as if the Germans will strike their main blow 
ut our army’s right wing. This offers the shortest 
route to Stalingrad.” 

Bessonov watched Yatscnke with veiled 
interest, concentrating for some reason on his 
old-fashiuned shaven head (common practice 
among olticcrs before the war). At first sight 
this massive, well-scrubbed general did not make 
an impression ot a competent chief of staff, 
perhaps because of his reugh exterior und boam- 
ing sergeant-major’s bass. Bessonoy was also 
jmritaled by Lhe smell of the cheap eau-de- 
Cologne that Yutsenko used. 

But he's right, Bessonov told himself, suppres- 
smg his doubts about the chief of staff. The blow 
is most likely ta fall on the right flank. 

“Yes, from here Manstein will have hardly 
forty kilometres to go to the encircled forces,” he 
said uloud. Lf the Germans broke through on 
his right flank, they would drive a corridor fe 
the cneircled forces and another two or three days’ 
fighting would alter the situation at Stalingrad 
radically in their favour. And then what? 
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But he did not voice this thought aloud. In 
fact. it was perhaps the first time that he had 
asked himself that question. 

Kycryone at the table was watching Bessonov 
with the inlense curiosity that is nearly always 
aroused when a new commander with full powers 
and uncommitted yiews arrives at a high-Ievel 
headquarters. But Bessonov's face expressed only 
a profound weariness as he stared at the map 
with all its macking of the sijuation, brightly and 
cosily lighicd by the battery bulbs, and after the 
chick of staff’s report he remained silent, con- 
tinuing to think of the possible balunce of forces 
on the sector where the main attack was expected. 
Uf three of four German tank divisions broke 
through the defences on the Myshkoya before 
he could deplay his army on the right bank, his 
army too would be crushed. ‘Thal was also obvious. 

But this he did not say aloud either because 
there was no sense in saying something that 
probably everyone at the table understood. 

He Juoked up from the map. 

The big room was suill very quict. Fine, high- 
pitched vibrations came from the window -panes 
as slaff vehicles drove by under the masked 
windows. The blustering wind of the steppe swept 
over the roof and the black-out curtains stirred 
faintly im the draughts. 

Above the benches in the corner the century- 
stained face of an icon gleamed its sina 
reminder of human errors, wars, suffering and 
the search for truth. The saintly face above two 
lovingly embroidered white linen handtowels 
pinned criss-cross beneath the icon slanted its sad 
glance at him in the light of the buttery bulbs. 
Bessonoy's lips twitched wrily. What do you 
know about it, saint? Where is the truth? In 
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goodness? Ah, so it’s in gooduess, eh? In the 
grace of forgiveness and love? But love of whom? 
What do you know about me, about my son? 
What do you know about Manstein? About his 
tank divisions: If I were a Ghiistian, 1 would 
pray now, of course. On my knees I woald ask 
‘ for counsel and help. But I don’t believe in God 
and 1 don’t believe in miracles. Four hundred 
German tankx—that’s truth ter you! And this 
truth bas been thrown on to the scales and it’s 
a dangerous weight on the scales of gund and 
evil. Much depends on it—our four-month 
defence of Stalingrad, our counter-attack. the 
encirclement of the German armies here, Thit’s 
the truth, just as it’s the truth that the Germans 
have launched a counter-attack from outaide the 
ting of encirclement. But the balance anust be 
tipped. Have | enough strength to do it?... 
The silence at the table became oppressive. No 
one dared break it. Chiet of Staff Yatsenko was 
glancing questioningly at the door into the other 
part of the house, where telephones were buzzing 
and adjutants’ vorces were answering in muflled 
tones, But Yatsenko sat without stirring. holding 
his rnassive shoulders straight, then wilh an qin- 
macufately clean handkerchief that gave off a 
strone smell of eau-de-Cologne be wiped his 
shaven head and again looked worriedly at the 
door, Vesnin toyed thoughtfully with a cigarette 
packet on the table and, catching Bessonoy's 
strange, fluctuating glance, which was becoming 
more and more hostile and unytelding as he 
atarcd at the icon, tellected thal he would have 
given half his life to know what was going on 
in the cumumanding officer's mind at that moment. 
Bessonoy, in his turn, noticing Vesnin's atten- 
tien, reflected that this rathcr young. p)easant- 
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louking Military Coumeil Member was observing 
hum with far too much open curiosity. and he 
asked about something quite different From what 
he had intended to ask in the first place. 

“Is there any communication with Front Heud- 
quarters yet?” 

“There will be in an hour and a half, Phone 
coinmunication, that is,’ Yatsenko assured him 
and put a finger to his watch. “It'H all be ready 
on the dot. Comrade Commander. Our signals 
chief is a very punctual man.” 

“Punctuality is what 1 need, Chief of Statf,” 
Bessonov rose to his feet. * Punctuality, efficicney. 
that’s all.” 

Leaning on his slick, he took a few paces across 
the room and suddenly he recalled Stalin’s slow 
masterful walk along the red carpet beside that 
huge lable in that huge sludy, his barely audible 
conghing and clearing of the throut, the whole 
forty-minute conversation at GHQ, Bessonav 
stopped in the sniddle of the room with tiny 
beads of sweat on his forebread. What's happened 
to me? It’s like hypnosis. I just cand get it oul 
of my mind. Irritated with bimsel/, he stood for 
some time with his back to everyone, stubbormly 
examining the embroidercd towels hanging 
bencath the icon, 

“Now listen,” he said frem the corner, and 
turned round seeking Yatsenko’s glance and 
trying to speak calmly. “Tell the commander of 
the mechantsed corps at once thut he is not to 
wait a minute longer for fuel, He snust load all 
the lorries and tanks that are still mobile with 
ammunition. All available yehicles—from head- 
quarters, from the rcar-—must be sent to the corps 
immediately. Tcl) the ordnance chief and the 
corps commander that if their brigades do not 
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reach their objective in full Gghting trim within 
two hows from now, | shall regard it ay incom- 
petence in the performance of duty!” 

Yes, that’s what J] expected. Jle’s getting a rip 
on the army right away, Vesnin thought as he 
listened to Bessonoy'’s grating voice. What a way 
he has with him... 

Secondly,’ Bessonov continucd. and walked 
up to the lable with his cyes on the commander 
of artillery General Lomidze. He had been in- 
tending to utter the phrase, “Unfortunately, we 
have as yct no superiority in our sector in air- 
craft or tanks. But, thank God, we have cnouch 
artillery.” The phrase had been nagging at his 
brain for some time. but aloud he said something 
quite different: “Ul ihink we had better revise the 
original plan of artillery defence. All the artil- 
fery, cxcept the artillery with Lhe mechanised 
corps, should be mounted for direct fire from 
the infaniry's lines. And it must knock out tanks. 
That's the main thing—to knock out their tanks. 
We shall bring in our own tanks only at the 
critical moment. Till then we shall cuard them 
like the apple of our eye.” 

“T understand, Comrade Commander,” said 
Yatsenko. 

“What about you, General?” 

The commander of artillery, Major-Gencral 
Lomidze, a handsome, dark-haired Georgian of 
about forty. who had surreptitiously been sketeh- 
ing women’s profiles with delicately paried lips 
and upturned noscs, snapped his notepad shut 
and looked up at Bessonoy with a quick, fiery 
glance. 

“Comrade Commander, couldn't this mean 
that we'll be left without any artillery at all? 
After the first engagement? L would remind you 
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thal howitzers are net very effective against 
tanks. They have a lower rate of fire than anti- 
tank guns, of course. We have already ordered 
the 7fi-mm anti-tank battcries to prepare for 
direct fre.” 

Bessonoy looked at Lomidze attentively, as il 
he were slightly surprised al his objection. 

“T know the risk we are taking. But better to 
be left without a single gun, General Lomidze, 
than to skedaddle!" Ile used the slang word delib- 
crutcly, tor cmphasis. “Than skedaddle with our 
artillery all the way to Stalingrad. So | repeat, 
you'ye pol to knock out the tanks, the Germany 
main striking power! Destroy them by every 
possible means. Not one tank must be allowed to 
hreak through to Stalingrad, Force them to keep 
their heads down all the time! Don’t let them 
move an inch! Do you know how the Germans 
in the ‘cauldron’ rejoiced. when Manstcin 
Launched his offensive? They're waiting, waiting 
every minute, every hour for news of a break- 
through. We must never forget that the man we 
have against us is no novice bul an extremely 
experienced general! [ want you all to grasp the 
fact that 1 regard destruction of tanks as the 
army’s main objective in the first stage of the 
battle. Amy questions?” 

There were no questions. 

‘Everything's clear. Pyotr Alexandrovich,” 
said Vesnin, frying to take a little of the fierce- 
ness out of Bessonov's explanation. 

“The Germans aren't what they were,” 
Lomidze muttered. “They won't break through, 
Coinrade Commander.” 

“The Germans are still as yond as ever.” 
Bessonoy retorted cvenly, and frowned. “E would 
ask you, General, to forget the old cry ‘it'll be 
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a walkover’, ‘hat theory, if it may be described 
as such, is somewhat out of date.” 

Lomidze opened his notepad again and stabbed 
at it grimly with a well-sharpened pencil. Vesnin, 
who was sitting beside him, grinned as he saw 
one of the women’s prohles acqnire a heavy 
moustache, then a beard with a long cigarette 
sticking oat of it and smoke curling from the 
tip. and underneath, in large fetters: “t know 
he’s right, but it's a bit too much, Comrade Mil- 
itary Council Member, Why does he tarture us 
like this? Doesn't smoke himself and won't let 
anyone else. Are we in a nunnery. or what?” 

Vesnin took Lomidze's notepad and wrote on the 
corner of the page in a small, upright hand, “We'll 
have to gct out of the habit. I'm dying for a smoke 
myself.” Whereupon Lomidze’s sharp pencil re- 
plicd with a bricf scrawl, “Not me! Not Dkely!” 

As he paced about the room, limping slightly, 
Bessunov pretended nat to notice this exchange 
of notes. “I'd like to know if we'll ever really 
understand each other.” he wondered. Jabbing 
his stick into the tloor, he stopped in front of 
Colonel QOsin, the army's counter-intelligence 
chief, who was scated modestly not at the table 
but in une comer of the room, a hroad-boned 
fieure with blend curly hair and a round, serious, 
respectfrl face. Osin was also making notes on 
a pad resting on his knee. Not once had he raised 
his head, spoken or chanyed his position, and 
again Bessonov asked himself: And this colonel, 
what kind of man iy he? 

Major Bozhichko!” he called. 

Vhe door into the other hail of the house, 
where the telephones were buzzing. opened amd 
Bozhichko entered hreezily. Laughter from the 
joke he had just been telling was still inelting in 
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his eyes. He thumped the heels of his felt boots 
together on the threshold. 

“At your seryice, Comrade Commander.” 

“The car,” 

“Comrade General.” Bozhichko began with 
some persistence. exerting the inalienable right 
of an adjutant to look after his chief. ‘Dinner 
is veady! You ordered meat dumplings. It’! only 
take ten minntes.” 

“Vhat’s not a bad idea, Major,” Vesnin said, 
rising readily and turning his pleasant, pink 
mobile face towards the adjutant. “I'm in favour. 
And I] wouldn't mind a vodka to keep the froat 
out. Splendid idea, Pyotr Alexandrovich!” 

Bessonoy reyected the invitation with dry cour- 
tesy. 

“Yhank you, Vitali Isayevich, When I'm 
hungry, I shalf not be too shy to haye dinner 
at Deycvy's division.” 

Shifting his stick from one hand to the other, 
he put on the sheepskin the adjutant brought [or 
him and, as be buttoned it, turned to Yatsenko. 

“T agree with you that they will strike their 
main blow at our right flank. ‘There can be no 
doubt about that. 1 shall be at Deyev's observa- 
lion post. Report to me there on anything of 
importance.” 

They all saw their commander to the door, but 
only General Yatsenko went with him into the 
cold darkness of the inner porch. His face was 
invisible but the smell of ecan-de-Cologne still 
persisted in the cold air. and Bessonoy felt that 
the chict of staff wanted to shake hands in token 
of his support, but was too shy to do so. 

“We shall hope for the best,” Bessonoy said, 
and after a brief handshake walked out into the 
street, 
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Vhe windy December night wilh its star-filled 
sky hung black over the village and the snow- 
covered steppe. As he approached the car Lhat 
loomed at the roadside. Ressonov heard a door 
slam and footsteps crunching in the snow bebind 
him. He turned round, expecting to see the chict 
of staff hurrymg after him to add something to 
what had already been said. But it was Vesnin. 
Stridinge on his stork-like legs. he came ap to 
Bessonoy and said in some embarrassment, 

“[ think I'll cive those dumplings a miss. after 
all. May | come with you. Pyotr Alexandrovich? 
You won't mind?” 

“No, but 1 don’t quite understand. A Military 
Council Member docs not have to ask the army 
commander where he should be. Fle is free to 
decide tor himself.” 

Vesnin laughed unoffendedly. 

“Forgive me, but you_sometitaes bowl me over 
with your directness. What ain I supposed to say 
to that?” 

“All right, T'll tell you,...” Bessonov drew 
VYesnin away from the car. “I want to ask vou 
one very direct question. As one Communist to 
another.... If someone has adyised you, Vitali 
Isayevich, to watch over the new commander like 
a little child, particularly while he is taking over 
the army, our relations are going to be very 
difficult. We shall find it hard to put up with each 
other.’ He paused but Vesnin made no attempt 
to interrupt. “If this is not so. I am prepared to 
apologise at once for my retnark.” 

“Pyotr Alexandrovich.” Vesnin removed his 
spectacles. with a rather sad look in his short- 
sishted cyes. “Thank you for speaking out. But 
T can assure you quite sincerely that if anyone 
did try to put me on my guard against you | 
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would send the foel to blazes, if net a lot further! 
That’s all I have to say.” 

“Thank vou.” Bessonov smiled drily. “I apalo- 
gise for bringing the mattcr up.” 

“On the contrary,” said Vesnin. “I wish we had 
lime to discuss things more thoroughly. But not 
in the car, of course.” 

“We'll talle when we get to the division.”’ Bes- 
sony promiscd. “Tf the Germans allow us.” 

Major Bozhichko opened the car door for them. 


Chapter Eight 


It was past two in the morning when Colonel 
Deyev's division, after a long march reached 
its objcetive—the northern bank of the River 
Myshkova—and withoet even a pause for rest 
beyan digging its defences, gnawing into the 
frozen iron-hard ground. Everyone now knew 
why they were occupying this linc and pictured it 
clearly as the last barrier before Stalingrad. 

After three o'clock the constant ominous rumble 
of distant battle ahead swelled to a rear, and a 
pink band, clamped to the horigon hy the dark- 
ness. appeared on the rim of the southern sky. 
During the bricf intervals of silence on the sector 
from which this invisible and unknown threat was 
approaching, the scrape of shovels and the thump 
of pick-axes, the shouts of command and snort- 
ing of horses could be heard aleng the whole 
yiver hank. Two infantry battalions. three batte- 
ries of the division’s artillery regimen! and a 
separate anti-tank battalion bad been moved 
across the river to the south bank by the only 
bridge im the village of Grigorycyskaya, had 
taken up their positions in front of the division's 


Us 


main forces and started digeimg in, Swearing and 
cursing in the excitement that had seized them 
afresh, the men looked now at the glowing 
southern sky ahead, now at the northern bank, 
the dark houses of the village dotted over the 
hillside beyoud, and the wooden bridge across 
which some of the arullery regiment's guns were 
still belatedly rumbling 

The River Myshkeva, which divided the village 
in two. lav below, gleaming blushly in’ the 
starlight. Dense Nurrics of snow from its high 
banks were whipping across the icc and curling 
round the imprisoned by idge piles. 

Lieutenant Drozdovsky's battery, positioned for 
direct tire a little behind the outposts, was digging 
in on the very bank of the river, and after three 
hours of back-breakimg work the gums were cm- 
bedded to a depth of one and a half shovel blades 

Tieutenant Kuznetsov had at first, like everyone 
else, becn spurred on by a kind of frantic haste. 
As they listened to the muftled landslides of gun- 
fire coming from the lighter strip of sky, everyonc 
realised that the battle was drawing inexorably 
nearer, and that without the protection of the 
catth it would be like standing naked on this 
snow-swept river hank. But shovels made scarcely 
any impression on the frost-scaled ground and 
only powerful strokes with a piek-axe hit into the 
icy surface and made the flint like splinters My. 

The wind skimmed the top snow oll the bank, 
and the fyures of the gunners and the ncighbour- 
ing jufantry scurricd about in a whitish murk 
among the dark shapes of the gun-shields that 
loomed on all sides. 

The hitter cold, which had grown even more 
intense towards nightfall, made breathing difh- 
culi. [1 was impossible to talk and the men mhaled 
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in gasps; if anyone stopped work for a minute, 
his sweating face became thickly couted with frost 
and a film of ice clogged his cyelids. P'veryone 
longed desperately for a drink, They scraped 
handfuls of dirty snow, mixed with earth and ice 
splinters, off the parapets and chewed it, but the 
insipid moisture only chilled their throats and left 
erit on their tecth, Streaming with sweat, Kuz- 
netsov awung his pick incessantly, unable to stop 
and take a rest. Cold shivers snaked up his spine 
under the wet funic that was sticking io his back. 
Like all the others. he kept chewing snow but 
his mouth remained dry and he was tortured by 
the thought of pure, fragrant well water that he 
lunged to be drinking from a metal pail, swath- 
ing’ his chin in its coolness 

“Aren't you swallowing a hit tuo much snow, 
Comrade Lieutenant?” Chibisov suggested timidly 
as he followed Kuznetsow's pick clumsily with a 
shovel. “Mind you don’t take a chill) Snow’s no 
good agin’ thirst. It only looks like it could be.’ 
“To hell with it!’ Kuznetsoy gasped out. and 
called Ukhanow. 

Senior Sergeant Ukhanoy had thing off his 
grealcoat and in only # quilted jackct. helped by 
gun layer Nechayey, was digging alata 
trenches, emitting throaty grants al every stroke 
uf his pick-iaxe. Now he threw the pick aside and 
sprang on to the parapet round the still shallow 
gun-pit. 

“How's it going, Gomrade Lieutenant? Gerting 
stuck into the globe by easy stages?” 

He was breathing last. his body smelled of 
strong healthy sweat and his dasnip face was 
glistening. 

“Tt wouldn't be a bad thing,” Kuznetsov said 
with an effort, “if we sent someone down to the 
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tiver ... to lind a hole in the ice and bring a 
couple of cans of water up here.” 

“Good idea,’ Ukhanov agreed, wiping the 
sweat on his check with his sleeve. “Otherwise 
these devils will eat all the snow on the position 
and we won't have any Icft for cumoutlage. Well, 
who was the best ice-hole culter back home? You, 
Chibisove Down you go, and take a crowbar 
with you!” 

“TT manage it. Ave, and there’s no semse in 
going without water when you're near a river. Fl 
be back in a minute, Comrade Lieutenant, and 
we'l} all haye a drink.” Chibisoy respanded in his 
sing-song paller, and his readiness was tiated by 
everyone in the emplacement. 

“Why send Chibisov? He'll go slipping off in 
the other direction!” someone said with a dubious 
langh. “Sure he'll find the way back?” 

“At it again! Think what youre saying. man!” 

“Whai | says is he’s always hankering afler 
being sent to the rear.” 

But Chibisoy tock a crewbar, scrambled up on 
to the parapet and silently hobbled over to the 
guns for the water cans. 

“Made of cunning that fellow is,” the derisive 
yuice spoke again. “Takes his work easy enough 
but when there’s erub to be had, he’s off like a 
streak of greased lightning.” 

“Why pick on him? You want a drink yoursclf, 
don’t you” Did Chibisov walk off with your wite. 
or what? He docs his best, and wouldn't hurt a 
fly! What's all the fuss about!” 

“Cut it out, chaps!” Ukhanov shouted. “Leave 
my Chibisoy alone! And you, Rubin, had better 
be thinking about the horses. That's what you're 
here for, isn’t it? And no one told you to rest 
anyhow. Keep digging or they'll squash us here 
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like a lot of bedbugs! Have you got that, or shall 
I say it ayain?” 

Shovels scraped and picks thudded into the 
ringing earth with mind-destroying monotony. 
Kuznetsov lifted his pick bui dropped it agam 
and climbed on to the parapet, staring ahead at 
the glowing sky to the Jeft of the dark scattered 
houses of the deserted village, which stoad as if 
frozen into the blue of the night. 

“Come over here, Ukhanoy,” he called. “Can 
you hear anything?” 

“What's up, Lieutenant?” 

“Listen,” 

A strange, almost lifeless silence seemed ta be 
spreading in waves out of the glow. The rear and 
crash of gunfire had ccased. This uncanny: still- 
ness suddenly amplified the lapping of spades and 
pick-axes. the distant voices of the infantry in the 
forward positions, and the muffled whine of 
artillery tractors on the high ground of the far 
bank, where the division was mounting its mam 
defences. 

“Quiet. isn’t it?” Kuznetsoy said. “‘lther they've 
stopped them, or the Germans have broken 
through,” 

“What's that on the right?’ Ukhanov asked. 
“Something's going on therc, too.” 

Far away on the horizon, to the right of the 
glaw uhcad, aboye the roofs of the southern half 
of the village, another glow had appeared in the 
sky with reddish lights that soared up and were 
reflected on the low clouds like soundless [ashes 
of lightning. This section of the sky was also 
wrapped in the same oppressive silence. 

“Books like flares,” Kuznetsov said. 

“tt does,” Ulchanov agreed. “Looks like they ve 
broken through. On the right. Just im front of us. 
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Making a bee line for Stalingrad, aren't they, 
Lieutenant? That’s clear. They want to get their 
lads wut of the ring and start their old game 
aguan.” 

‘Seems like it. 

Somcone behind them said in cheerfu) surprise, 
“Why's it so quiet all of a sudden, chaps? ‘he 
Germania must have retreated? The sky's still 
glowing, but it’s quiet. They rust have given up 
the idea of breaking through, eh?” 

*Retreated? Came off it!’ 

“Why not? Maybe Ilitler's generals put their 
heads together and decided it'd be better to wait 
at bat.” 

“They'll give you ‘put their heads together’ in 
a minute!” a bitter, carping voice replied. “And 
there'll be no one left to pick up the picces!™ 

“Get on with jt, lads! Get your tecth into this 
ruddy carth! Keep digging!” 

Kuznetsov and Ukhanoy listened in silence for 
a moment to the yoices and laboured breathing 
behind them. The pick-axes rang like hammers 
on an anyil as they bit into the iren-hurd earth 
over which this huge menacing silence from the 
south had settled. Ulhanoy asked tentatively: 

“How lar away ate they’ What do you think, 
Licutenant? One heur? Two?” 

“Who lmows!” Kuznetsov replied, and turned 
down the callar of his greatcoat, which had hegun 
to chal! his damp neck; shivers were still creep- 
ing icily up his spine, and his mouth was dry 
and hot. ‘We've got to dig in ike mad! One 
hour or two, it makes no dilference!” 

They fell silent again. The stillness rolled over 
the steppe like something tanpible, converging 
ominously on the battery lrom the twin dawns 
that had been lighted in the blackness of the night. 
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It oppressed evervone and the yoices of the nsen 
in the zun-pits drapped, broke off and sean died 
away altogether 

“There's just one thing I'd like to do,” Ukha- 
nov glaneed at Kuznetsoy, and drew his jacket 
round him. “Just one thing! I'd like te shake the 
bloody life out of our sergeant-major and cook 
with my own hands. Where's the grub? Just 
suppose any of our gun crews dropped behind for 
a whole twenty-four hours—they’d be court- 
martialled as deserters! But our cooks and ser- 
geant-majors yet off scot-free!” And he padded 
off to his posilion, where the grunting, gasping 
men were hacking at the ground with their picks 
and shovelling the chips of frozen carth on to the 
parapet. 

“Work without end this is, chaps, like a bloudy 
treadmill!” his vaice was heard prexently, “Tread 
that mill. lads, and you'll go to heaven.” 

“Wihere’s Chibisov? Vas Chibisov come back 
with the water yet?’ Kuznetsov asked, still Lor- 
mented by the dryness in his mouth and nauseated 
by the thought of eating any more insipid, throat- 
chilling snow. 

“Mcbbe our ex-P.O.W. has done a bunk by 
now?” driver Rubin droued maliciously from a 
ireuch., “Ghuecked the cans im the ditch and made 
for home? Why shouldn't he? What are you paul- 
ing lor, Sergunenkov? Mebhe you'll start weeping 
over him too?” 

“You're just a fool, you are, to talk such 
tubhish!” driver Sergunenkov shouted angrily. 
Obviously he had not forgiven Rubins spiteful 
readiness ta shoot the horse that had tallen on 
the march. 

“Rubin,” Kuznetsov said sternly. “Think betare 
you speak. You do w Jot of blathering.” 


“Rubin, you rauke me tired!” Ukhanovy rumbled 
menatingly. “im warning you--yeu make me 
yery tired!” 

Kuznetsoy polled off bis mitten, scooped up 
some snow that was like broken glass, and with 
aching teeth forced himself to chew and swallow 
it. It seemed to assuage his thirst for a moment 
and his whole body suddenly felt lighter and 
fresher. 

“Come on, be said. “Pitch into it!” 

He jumped down from the parapet, took up his 
pick and lunged at the ground with all his 
strength. The blow sent a spasm through his head 
and temples. }le struck again and again, plant- 
ing his feet apart so as not to stagger with 
weariness. Jn five minutes the same thirst, deceived 
temperarlly by the snow, was clawing at his 
throat again. and he wondered desperately what 
had become of Chibisov. Wherc’s he got to? If 
only we had some water now.... What's wrong 
with me? I hope I'm not getting ill. 

Through the scraping of shovels he heard 
snatches of the talk about the sergeant-major und 
the kitchen, but by now the mere thought of food, 
of millet gruel, revolted him 


The field kitchen armived at past tour in the 
mornmg, when the whole battery, after wearing 
themselves out digging the gun emplacements, 
was hacking dug-outs in the steep slope of the 
south bank. The kitchen halted by the positions 
of the second platoon. It loomed darkly against 
the snow, steaming odorously and with a warm 
redness in the ash-hox. Without leaving his seat 
Sergeant-Major Skorik bellowed into the dark- 
ness, “Anyone alive here?” but, on receiving no 
answer. jumped lo the ground. The first officer 
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he encountered on the positions was Lieutenant 
Daylatyan. 

Squinting out of the corner of one cye at the 
two ragged dawns spread across the horizon, the 
setgeani-major fired his questions in a tenc of 
authority. 

“Where's the battery commander, Conwade 
Licutenant? We need Drazdovsky. Where is he?” 

“Now look here, Sergeant-Majer!” Davlatyan 
began. stuticring with indignation. ‘Aren't you 
ashamed? Or are you crazy? Where have you 
been all this time? Why are you so late?” 

“Ashamed?” Skorik snapped back with aggres- 
sive arrogance. He had discovered long ago that 
his status in ne way depended on any of the 
platoon commanders, despite their licutenant’s 
stripes. “What are you barking ut me for? ‘The 
stores are miles behind. While we went all that 
way to fetch the rations, the vodka.... You talk 
as if you was the only one fighting, Comrade 
Licutenant! Makes me laugh, that does! Anyone d 
think | was a mere stripling te listen to you!” 

Skorik, a farmer gun commander. the only man 
in the battery possessing that priceless soldiers’ 
medal For Valour, which he had won in the pre- 
vious year's tghting at Moscow, and thanks to 
his decoration and also his imposing presence, 
subsequently rccummended for promotion to: ser- 
geant-major, had assumed his new rank with 
alacrity. He was a born sergeant-major. He 
considered himself far superior to the platoon 
commanders, particularly this pale, weedy, sharp- 
nosed Daylatyan, who had not even had a whiff 
of gunpowder in his short lifetime and could prab- 
ably he knocked off his fect by a good sneeze, 
So, in reply to the licutenant’s indignant outburst 
Skorik merely smiled haughtily. This piddling 
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Little lieutenant had nething te show for himself, 
no services rendered, and yet be strutted around 
us if hig whole pigeon chest (what there was af 
it!) waa covercd with rows of medals, as if he 
had some sort of rights. Come to that, ne one in 
the battery had any right to reproach Skorik for 
anything, because he could quile casually mbut 
ton his grealeoat and, in the process of talking his 
cigarette lighter not from his breeches lmt from 
his breast pocket, effectively reveal that precious 
medal to the eyes of the admiring world, Oniv 
Drozdavsky, the battery commandcr. was treated 
by Skorik with apprehensive and invielable 
respect. 

“You mean you aren't at all ashamed, Scrgeant- 
Major!” Davla(yan repeated, somewhat taken 
aback by Skorik’s arrogant tone and haughty 
smule, “Why are you grinning like a circus clown? 
Do you think you're in the righi? Spending a 
whole twenty four bours in the rear?” 

None of the gun crew were present except the 
sentry, gun layer Kasymoy. Several times in the 
durknesy Kasymov strolled round the kitchen that 
had at long last appeased in the line, with its 
appctising smell and shcepish-looking cook keep- 
ing ul a safe distance on the driver's seat. ALL of 
a sudden. with a kind of mad screech he cocked 
his carbine and levelled it at the cook. 

“Go you awayl Away! You not our kitchen! 
Can't be our kitchen! You a devil! And sergeant- 
major—devil! Go away! You German! Not Soviet 
man! None of us has crust of bread here! Where 
you been sleeping, son-ol-a-bitch? All battery 
hongav! T kill you!” 

“Kasymov!"’ Daylatyan shouted in a falsetto 
squeak. “What are you doing?” 

“7 shoot this scoundrel!” 
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Tlcaring the shouts near by. Kuznetsov came 
rumming over [rom his positions just in time Lo 
see the horse rear away from Kasymov’s carbine 
and the atocky figure of the cook tumble off the 
vattling kitehen wagon into the snow. 

“TIeh? Whats this for? Ave you mad?” he 

wailed plaintively from the eround, then jumped 
up and ran to grab the horse's reins. “Whoa! 
Darn yer!” 

“What's going on, Davlatyan?” Kuznetsov 
shouted. “What's all the noise about? Kasymov!” 

“Took at these people! ‘Uhey've condescended 
to come at last.” Davlatyan exclaimed. stammer- 
ing in his excitement. “Do you realise, Kuznet- 
soy. he’s been missing for a whole day! Skulking 
in the rear!” 

Kasymoy had slumped down on the parapet 
with his carbine in his lap and way swaying from 
side to side. 

Bad, licutenant, very had! He uot human. 
Such man not defend motherland well. [e not 
conscious. He not like other men.” 

“Ah, I see. the gentry from the rear have 
arrived,” Kuznetsov proclaimed sarcastically. 
“Well, how are things back there? Under heavy 
fire? What are you standing there for, sergeant- 
major? ‘Tell us how you dug defences tor your 
kitchen. We haven't seen you for a lang time! 

Skorik, his face twisted in a half simile. Nashed 
a dangerous glance at Kuznetsov with his close- 
set cys. 

“You're putting the men the wrong way polit- 
ically, Gomrade Lieutenant. That’s against reyu- 
lations. Setting the men against their sergeant- 
major? T shall complain to Battery Commander 
Drozdovsky, Kasymov actually threatened us with 
firearms.” 
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“Complain to anyone you like. the devil includ- 
ed!” Kuznetsov snapped. abandoning his former 
tone. “Right now you'll go down and feed the 
gun crews. So get cracking!” 

“You can’t order me about like that, Comrade 
Lieutenant, T'm nat one of your platoon. [m 
subordinate te Drozdovsky. Vo the battery com- 
mander. not you. You can have your extra ration 
by all means, I've no objections. But when it 
comes to calling names, Pye got my self-respect 
and I know the regulations. Semenukhia!l” he 
bellowed in his parade-ground voice at the cook. 
“Issue the lieitenant his extra rations!” 

“L said go down and feed the batter 
understand or don't you?” Kuznetsov shouted, 
“Jump to it, you harrack-ruom lawyer!” 

“Take it casy, Licutenant! It’s my duty to feed 
the battery commander first. Where's the obscr- 
yution post?” 

“Down. £ said! You'll find out there. And take 
the kitchen with you. The way down is by the 
bridge. Lieutenant Davlatyan! Show him where 
the battery is, Or hell get Jost again for another 
twenty-four hours!” 

When he had seen the sergeunt-majer, still 
unshakeably dignified, tollow Daylatyan to the 
edge of the bank. Kuznetsov returned to the guns 
and sat down on one of the trails, trying to be 
calm, I]e was worried by a persistent Tecling of 
things lefl undone. After hours of toil on the gun 
positions his arms and shoulder muscles were 
aching fiercely, he had a crick in (he neck and 
broken blisters on his hands: every now and then 
his body was racked by such violent shivers that 
the skin of his back scarcely felt as if it belonged 
ty him, and he simply did not want to move. 

“Am I going to be ill?” he wondered, Under 
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the gun trai] his foot touched one of the cans of 
water that Chibisov had brought from the river, 
and he raised it gratefully to his lips. 

Small icicles were Nouating in the iron-scented 
river water. Invisible in the darkness, they tinkled 
against the side of the can, reminding him vaguely 
of the New Year parties he had known long ago 
as a child. It was like the gentle, affectionate 
sound of silver decorations, the rustle of tinsel 
on the fir tree, like the best of all the winler 
festivals with its scents of fir needles and tange- 
rine oranges among lighted candles in a warm 
room that was somewhere a thousand miles away 
from here ... He drank deep and, when the icy 
water scared his chest, he told himself that now 
his lassitude would pass and all would hecome 
clear and real aguin. 

The infantry positions, to the right and left of 
the guns, were quiet. 

the urcat segments of light were still glowing 
in the sky over the steppe ahead. The low roofs, 
the starkly lighted willows of the tensely quiet 
village stood out black against the red. The wind 
swirled over the breastworks. whitening the piled 
clods of earth. 

“Comrade Lieutenant!” [t was Kasymov s voice, 
close by. 

Kuznctsoy tore his gaze from the glowing hori- 
zon to look round at the Kazakh gun Jayer. who 
had come up quietly behind him. Kusymov sat 
down on a gun trail, proppmg his carbine be- 
tween his knees. Ilis beardless, polished browx 
oe was gloomy in the sinister light of the distant 

Tes. 

“Don't know why | did it-... Why he hurt 
others like that? He not love the battery. Like a 
stranger to us. He teel nothing.” 
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“You did right, Kuznetsoy replicd. “Don’t 
think about it any more. Go down to the kitchen 
and get your supper. I'll sit here for a bit.” 

“No.” Kasymoy shook his head. “I stand guard 
two more hours. Not so hard. There ts much snow 
in Southern Kazakhstan as well. Big snow m the 
mountains. I'm not too cold yet.” 

“Must be a dilferent kind of snow down your 
wav?” Kuznetsov said for some reason. suddenly 
wanting to imagine a sunny, happy life in this 
distant. legendary land of Southern Kazakhstan, 
where there could never he such a cruel, numbing 
frost, such a wind whipping ever the parapet, such 
earth cemented with ice, such a huge menacing 
glow on the borizon. “It’s warm there, isn’t il? 
Sunny?" he asked again, knowing that Kasyimov 
would confirm this joy that, however remote, 
nevertheless existed somewhere in the world. 

“Very warm. Sun. Steppe. Mountains.” Kasy- 
moy spoke, smiling shyly to himscli, “Plenty of 
grass in spring. Flowers. Like green ocean. In 
the morning, air like water.... Good to breathe 
Mountain rivers crystal clear. Catch fish there 
with vour hands...” 

He broke off, swaying pensively on the gun 
trail. Apparently his thoughts had carried bim 
away to that fragrant dawn-kissed steppe Jying 
outed among the momtains. where all day 
ong there would be a hot sum over the succulent 
grcen grass, and bubbling crystal-clear mountain 
streams with fish leaping in their backwaters. 

“Sun and mountain rivers,” Kuznetsov repeat- 
ed, imagiming the same thing. “I'd like to see 
it.” 

“You never leave them. Yuu fall in love with 
mountains,” Kasymov said. “Nature, she is rich 
there. People kind.... Far his Jand a man can 
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dic. When war started I thought how could Ger- 
man come here? TI wanted to join army quicle 
At teeruiting centre 1 tel] them, put my name 
down. I want to fight.... And you. you lived im 
Moscow?” 

“Yes, in Zamoskvorechye,” Kuznetsov replied, 
and at once imagined those quiet blind alleys. 
the ancient spreading linden trees in the yards, 
the transparent April twilight with the first, very 
tender stars coming out over the acrials on roofs 
darkening in the waim sunset, the belated thump 
of a volleyball on the ather side of the lence, the 
bobbing lights of bicyele lamps coming dewn the 
cobbled streets—all this he imagined so clearly 
that the rush of memory took his breath away 
and he only just managed to say aloud, “Our 
whole form voluatecred for the front in “41.” 

“Who you Jeave at home?” 

“Mother and sister.” 

“No father?” 

“Father caught cold when they were building 
Magnitogarsk. and died. He was an cngincer.” 

“Bad when family without father, T have big 
family—father, mother, four sisters. At meal 
times like whole platean sit down to eat. When 
war is over. L invited you, Licutenant. Our nature. 
she please you. You stay with us always.” 

“No, I'd never change iny Zamoskvorechve fot 
anvthing, Kasymoy. ‘Think what it’s like on a 
quiet winter ¢vening in a nice warm room with the 
stove going and snow falling outside, and you're 
reading hy the light of the lamp and mother’s 
in the kitchen, making somcthing.... That's 
what I like.” 

Kasymov let his head sway dreamily. “Good 
when family love each other.” 

‘They fell silent. Again, to the right and in front 
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of the guns, the spades and shovels of the dig- 
ging infantry began their mouye-like scraping and 
enawing. No one came vut into the open any 
more and not a sound could be heard from the 
neighbouring batteries. 

Only [ram the steep fall-uway of the river 
bank. where the first battery was making dug- 
outs for its gun crews in the bluff, could there 
be heard the muffled voices of the gunners and 
the faint clatter of mess-tins. From the other side 
of the river, somewhere tar back in the northern 
half of the village came the solitary whine of a 
skidding Torry, but this was all somehow absorb- 
ed by the immense stillness spreading from the 
south. 

“It’s a strange silence.” Kuznetsov said. “{'ve 
neyer liked that kind of silence since “41.” 

“Why they not shoot? German come here so 
quiet?” 

“No, there's no shuotiny.” 

Kuznetsov got up. stretched bis aching back 
and at once remetnbered the can of water, He 
no lenger wanted to drink, though his mouth was 
as dty as before. He had got very cold on the high 
wind-swept bank. [is soaked underwear and 
tunic were clammy and he was beginning to leel 
an unpleasant inward shivering sensation. Am I 
that weak? he wondered. Qr is it just the cold? 
Some vodka would warm me up, And he walked 
over the frozen lumps of earth to the edge of the 
bank. where steps had been cut leading down the 
bluff. 

The kitchen stood night on the ice of the river, 
giving olf a warm smell of pea soup canecntrate; 
under the open steatning boiler there was still a 
peaceful deep-red glow of embers. A ladle was 
scraping loudly. The gunners were gathered 
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round the busy cook, a dark swarm on the ice, 
and their voices, warmed by vodka, were raised 
in a still discantented but kindlier chorus. 

“Pea soup again! Couldn't you think of some- 
thing else for a change?” 

“Come on. fill if up) properly—thinking of 
his wile, he is! Why are all cooks so mean, 
lads?” 

“Choked us with his peas. he has! Don't you 
know what peas can do to you!” 

“This is a harmful tradc—we ought to be fed 
on milk!” 

“Blather away, brainless! Feed you on milk 
that’s clever, that is!” the cook fought back. 
attacked on all sides. “Why grumble at me? 
What milk can J give you--I’m not a cow!” 

Kuznetsov breathed deeply, but the freshness 
of the river ice mingled with the smell af burnt 
pea soup made him feel sick. He turned away 
from the kitchen into the shadow of the high bluff 
and, stumbling over the picks and shovels left 
lying about on the snow, made his way up to 
a slit of light from which came the sound of 
voices and laughter. He groped for the tarpaulin. 
pulled it aside and again the scent of food struck 
his nostrils, now mingled with the smell of damp 
elay. 

lu the dug-out, which was big enough to stand 
up in, a shell-case Wed with petrol and placed 
on the bottom of a pail was burning with a splut- 
tering whitc flame; mess-tins of soup stood on a 
tarpaulin spread on the floor, with mugs of vodka 
beside them. Daylatyan and Nechayev were lying 
with their heads to the blaze, while Zoya sat with 
her knees tucked under her sheepskin a little to 
one side. She was munching a dry crust and look- 
ing puardedly threugh a small album, neatly 
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bound in soft black suede and fastened with a 
round, gilded press-stud. 

“Kuznetsov! At last!” Davlautwan exclaimed. 
his tace fhushed from eating; he seemed to have 
grown even thinner atter the gruelling night's 
work. and his eyes and sharp-pointed nose shone 
like those of a mouse peeping at a lire. “Where 
did you get to? Come and join us! Here’s 
your mess-tin. Your attentive Chibisoy brought 
it!” 

“Thanks.” Kuznetsov replied and, turning hack 
the collar of his greateoat, propped himself on his 
clbow beside Davlatyan, who willingly made 
room for him. The spluttcring white petrol flame 
was pain(ul to bis eyes after the darkness. “Which 
mug is going free?” 

"Any you like,” Nechayey said. and one of his 
brown eyes winked ple aylully at Zoya. “We're 
all niccly topped up 

“Take mine. Kuznclsoy,” Davlatyan offered, 
and he also glanced at Zoya as he held out the 
full mug of vodka in his thin’ earth-stained 
hngers. “I dow’t feel Like it just now. And | don’t 
think it’s straight vodka. It smells of something 
else, Paraffin, T think.” 

“You're right.” Nechayev said, grinning under 
his moustache, “It's a mixture. Vodka and cau- 
de-Cologne. Only for the girls.” 

‘Vrying to control the trembling of his hand, 
Kuznetsov put the mag to his lips, recoiled fram 
the smell but told himself that this would get md 
of his shivers. that the vodka would light a 
comforting flame in his belly, and in a strained 
voice said, “Well, here’s ... death to the German 
invaders!" 

He swallowed the evil-smelling Liquid with an 
effort and coughed. He hated vodka and bad 
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never got used to the daily frent-line ration. 

“Yorrible swill™ Davlatvan exelaimed “Suicide 
drink. As ] was just saying... .” 

“Nice drop of seup tu help it dewn, Comrade 
Lieutenant,” Nechayee broke im with a chuckle, 
and pushed forward a mess-tin. “Went the wrong 
way, did it?” 

“Apparently,” Kuzncrsov muttered but, igner- 
ing the mess-tin of soup, picked up a crust af rye- 
bread from the tarpaulin and, leaning back 
agaiust the wall, began to chew it. 

“Tefl me, Nechayey.” Zoya said withuut rais- 
ing her head, “where did you get this album? 
What do you need it for? It's strange.” 

Why is she here and not with Drozdovsly, 
Kusnctsay wondered, listening to Zoya'’s voice as 
it from a distance and fecling the warmth flood 
into his stomach 

“You just won't trust me, will you, Zova dar- 
ling? It's enough to make me hang mvself, this 
lack of trust. You think I’m a rake, a bilgy sailor, 
don't you?” Nechayev said with cheerful convic- 
tion. “Welt, let me report the facts. | swapped a 
packet of bacey for it. The front-line man who 
gave it me said he touk it off a German woman 
he found lying dead in a stalf car aear Voronezh, 
It’s interesting. That's why | kept it, Glorious 
creature she must have been. Go through a lew 
more pages. | 

“Strange,” she repeated. leafing thoughtfully 
through the alburn. “Very strange.” 

“What's strange about it, Zoya, my love?” 
Nechayev wriggled nearer ta her on his ¢lbows 
“Hs very intercsting.~ 

“Such a lovely German gir!! Face, figure. ... 
This one here. in the bathing costune. Did she 
have some kind of rank?” Zoya scanned the other 
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pholographs, ‘Loek how proudly she wore her 
unitorm,” 

“8S woman,” Nechayey informed her. “That's 
a stance for you—chest gut! Some breast, eh?” 

“You like it?” 

“Not all that much. Not bad tho’. Quite a 
specimen.” 

His cheeks flushing darkly. Davlatyan craned 
his neck and squinted at the album with his prune- 
like eyes; Kuznetsoy remained leanmg back 
against the wall, observing Zoya from the sha- 
dow, her head howed in the light of the pctrol 
flame, and with a strange cffort of memory 
sought im the long lines of her eyebrows, her 
downeast eyes, the suede-cuvered photograph 
album, something vaguely familiar, something 
from the past, as though he had seen her some- 
where before, in some Improbably warm stillness. 
with evening snow falling outside the window, 
in a honsc comfortably heated for the night, at 
a table festively covered with a white table-cloth, 
and on that table-cloth a tamily album lying 
open, and dear faces lighted by a table lamp, and 
in the background the velvet shadows of a room 
that smelled of freshly scrubbed floors, with the 
fark shape of an old wall mirror and an old- 
fashioned, high-backed bed with nickel knobs 
gleaming in the mysterious depths. But the nickel 
bedstead and old-fashioned mirror were in «a 
Moscow flat in Pyatnitskaya Street, and the only 
people he could ever have watched so calmly, 
so closcly, so intimately were his mother and 
sister. He could never have seen Zova there at 
the table with his mother and sister, beside that 
splendid and funny. age-yellowed centenarian 
mirror, his mother's only pride and imemento of 
her husband. which he had bought for her on their 
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wedding day from some smooth opcrator of the 
New Economic Policy and carted home. extremely 
pleased with his massive present. 

“Looks as if she was trom a rich family. What 
do you think, Kuznetsov? Why are vou so sub- 
dued all of a sudden?” 

“Em not subdued,” Kuznetsov shoak himself 
out of his trance. Zoya looked up at him with a 
questioning smile. 

“You mean that German girl?” he asked. 

“Yes.” 

Te had seen these photographs betore. The 
album had been passed around while they were 
still on the train. lor lack of something toa do 
Nechayev had shawed it to the whole platoon. 
Now, stirred by Zova’s question, he leaned far- 
ward and glanced at the photographs without 
much interest. A young German blonde in a per 
fectly flitting uniform was laughing into the 
camera, dehantly happy she was surrounded by hey 
sailing family, They were all seated in hall-circle 
of wicker chairs round a low table on an unbelicv- 
ably green lawn in front of a neat suburban 
villa. Another photograph showed a golden beach, 
dazzlingly white sails against the blue of the sea, 
white tents on the shore, and the German girl. 
chocolate tanned in her bathing costuine, stand- 
ing proudly picturesque with her arm round 
another gir] who had a gentle doll-like face and 
was wearing a coloured dressing gowo thrown 
over her naked body and had a mass of hair fall- 
ing down over her shoulders. Then came a lot 
of strained, stern wumen’s faces and a lot of 
uniforms stretched over promincnt breasts against 
barrack backgrounds. Then a few more photo- 
graphs taken at sca: the billowimg sail of a hecl- 
ing yacht, this German blonde, strong thighs wet 
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with spray, bravely manning the rigging ovcr the 
head of her Ieng-baired gitl friend, who was 
clinging in fright Lo her full brown legs as a 
waye towered over her. 

“That fair one must have been a favourite with 
the men,” Zova said, keeping her cyes on the 
album. “She’s beautitul. isn’t she? Do you Like 
her, Davlatyan?” 

Lieutenant Davlatyan, who was still busy with 
his soup and had net been expecting the question, 
swallowed hurried! y. 

“Neyer uses enough salt, our precious cook,” 
he said crossly. “I just can't get it dawn Makes 
me choke, . . Disgusting face!” he declared, 
scanning the photog aphs out of dhe corner of his 
eye. “What's beautiful about ber? Just an SS tart 
and a foul, you can see that at once. Grins Tile 
a cat. I hate these faseist faces! How can she 
smile like that.” 

Tle’s right. Kuznetsov reticcted, ‘lhat’s the way 
{ tecl, too. Why does the mere sight of anything 
from Germany make you feel sick? 

“Matter of taste, Zoya, dear!” Nechayev was 
saying with a chuckle. “I tore out the rest. You 
ought to have seen the other pictures she had— 
killing, they were! Debauchery of all kinds, partic- 
ularly female. Did you ever hear of a certain 
poctess, Sapho? Used to live in Rome. . 

“Saphu?” Zoya raised her long. eyebrows 
at him in surprise. “She didn’t live in Rome 
but in Greece. Still, never mind. What about 
her?” 


“Are vou starting that again? What debauchery 
is this you are telling Zoya about, Nechayey?” 
Davlatyan protested blushing. “You've got a kink 
somewhere. Or clse you've had too much ta 
drink?’ 
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“Only my ration, Comrade Licutenant. [m 
sober ag a nun.” 

“Davlatyan, are vou protecting me?” Zoya said 
tenderly. and placed her hand cn his shoulder, 
fondling it gently. “What a wondertul boy you 
are! Don't you know anything? I’ve seen all that 
filth before, in a German dug-out near Kharkov, 
when we were breaking out of encirelcment. It 
was plastered all over the walls.” 

Daylatvan jerked his shoulder from under her 
condescendingly stroking lingers and turned pur- 
ple with embarrassment 

“Please, stop making these urimecessary remarks, 
Comrade Medical Instructor! I'm not a little boy. 
And don’t stroke me cither, please. | don’t like 
i.” 

“ALL vight, dear, VM remember that in future,” 
Zoya replied. 

But he really is a wonderful chap, this Davla- 
tyan, Kuznetsoy told himself, feeling the blessed 
warmth from the vodka spreading through his 
veins, I always thought he was. 

“Zoya, darling!” Nechayey said with a dazel- 
ing smile and, taking off his cap, bowed his fine 
dark-haired bead towards her. “Davlatyan has a 
fiancce waiting for him, but I’m all alone in the 
world. Only my mother in Vladivestok. A bache- 
lor, Stroke me instead and WT] suffer it. 7 like 
this kind of suttering.” 

“It wouldu’t be any good, Nechayey,” Zoya 
replied, shrugging. “What would you get out of 
it? You'd only take it the wrong way. Specially 
afier Vladivostok, where you had all those ballet 
stars around you,... But is that a fact, Davla- 
tyan? You have a hancee?” she asked, affection- 
aic again. “] didn’t know that.” 

“Tkuling Zoya, Vl be as good as gold,” Ne- 
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chayey implored half seriously but with a 
passionate persistence, his head still bowed. 
‘Just the touch of your fingers. Or do you 
find me repulsive? They may kill me_ tomerrew 
aod I'll never know what tender fingers you 
have.” 

“Why bring that up—why he so damn silly!” 
Davlatyan burst out. “Stop this drooling, Ser- 
geant! Can't vou find anything better to occupy 
your head? Such rubbish! Tt T were in Zoyas 
place ld be slapping faces rizht and left! We're 
a Jot of uncomprehending fools. Yes. we are!” 

“Thank you, Lieutenant.” 

Zoya laughed, but with restraint, biting her 
lips and watching the embarrassed Davlatyan 
with « glowing glance from between her halt- 
closed lids. 

Nechayey put on his cap and, obviously annoyed 
at bemg frustrated in his amusement, allowed his 
rather foppish face with its chocolate moles to 
express his disappointment. 

“Youre mistaken, Comrade Lieutenant. 1 was 
just testing Zoya, and you talk to me like this. 
She keeps pretending. She's supposed to have been 
married at some time, she's supposed to be thirty 
and to know everything, but when it comes to 
the point. she’s a real touch-me-not!”’ 

But catching her eye, he broke olf, 

“Tye bad far more cxperience than you ever 
had, Nechavey!’? Zoya said boldly. “Pour some 
of my vodka on my hands,” she commanded, as 
though she had every right to give Nechayev 
orders. “Your album has made my fingers feel all 
sliny. Put if away. And when you want to test 
yourself, look at that naked German girl in your 
hour of need.” 

Nechayev chuckled defensively, raised himself 
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on his elbow, found her mug and with revengeful 
gencrasity poured out every drop into Zoya’s 
cupped hands. 

“Hs a pity lo waste vodka, of course, but for 
your sake. Zoya...” 

“You needn't do anything for my sake, thank 
you,” Zoya drew her knees together under the 
hem of her shecpskin, held out her hands to the 
hissing Harne from the shell-case, and glanced at 
Kuznetsov. “You seem to be aslecp, Comrade 
Lieutenant? It's strange when one person is silent 
all the time. Like a sober head among drinkers. 
Tlave you lost your appefite?” 

“Vin not asleep.” Kuznetsov responded. keep- 
img in the shadow. “Tm just enjoying the 
warmth.” 

After the vodka he had drunk be was indeed 
revcHing in the warmth of the dug-out, ils damp 
stuffincss, the living lame of the improvised lamp, 
the sounds of voices, the angular shadiws on the 
streaming wally. His shivers had passed off, but 
the work with the picl-axe had made him sweat 
and he had got badly chilled on the windy bank, 
Slimy bands of cold still clung to his shoulder- 
blades but he had neither the will nor the strength 
to change his position, So she had been in the 
encirclement at Kharkov? She hud done some 
fighting? What an amazing face she has, he 
thought vaguely as he watehcd Zova. On the 
whole she’s not really beautiful. Only her cyes. 
And her expression changes. But Nechayey likes 
her. and so docs Ukhanay, and so do I.... What 
is there between her and Drozdovsky? It’s an odd 
situation, 

“Look here, Kuznetsov!” Daylatyan interrupted 
the calm flow of his thoughts. “Why don’t you 
eat something? The soup must be cold by naw!” 
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“Who says the soup’s cold?” an overbearing 
voice rumbled on the other side of the tarpaulin 
curtain. “The soup'’s piptng hot! May I come 
in?” 

“Go straight on in. Sergeant. Major!” Ulcha- 
now's voice responded from outside, “Squeeze in!” 

A pair of heavy leet scraped near the entrance, 
sending clods rustle down the bank. Someone 
groped at the curtain, found the cdge and pulled 
it aside to reveal Sergeant-Major Skerik’s narrow 
frost scorched face with its rapacious close-set, 
bird-like eyes and his new cup. worm exactly 
according to repulations, two lingers above the 
brows. 

“Sure, you haven't lost your way, Sergeant 
Major?” Kuznetsov asked, recalling the kitchen’s 
Jate anrival at the mere sight of Slorile’s new cap 
tilted over his cycbrows. “What do you want?” 

“You're very strict, Comrade Lieutenant. Even 
stricter than the battery commander, I would 
say!” the sergeant-major declared with a touchi- 
ness befitting his invulnerable status. “Well, here 
you are! Collect your extra rations. And | have 
orders that you and Ticutenant Daylatyan are 
to report to the battery commander. And so will 
the medical instructor. I'm Irom the battery 
commander... .” 

“Leave the rations here. And go.” 

“JT can’t leave the pack here. Never find it 
again if I did. And there’s not another lying about 
for me to pick op." 

“Come in quick then and empty your precious 
pack.” 

The sergeant-major squeezed into the dug-out, 
admitting a cloud of cold air, put down his pack 
on the tarpaulin and with deliberate dignity start- 
ed taking ont dry biscuits, butter, sugar and 
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packets of tobacco. a precious hoard to which 
Kuznetsoy nuw felt quite indifferent thanks to the 
deceptive satiely be was experiencing after the 
yodka and the crust he had eaten. 

“Between the two of you!” the sergeant-major 
reminded them. “For Dicutenant Davlatyan and 
you. 

“Go.” Kuznetsov ordered. “Well sort it out 
somehow. Or have you something else to say?” 

“Everything is clear enough.” 

The sergcant-major folded his pack and, press- 
ing it to his chest, backed out of the dug-out, 
craning his neck to cast a last owlishly disapprov 
ing glance at Zoya, who had fallen silent the 
moment he had cntcred. He drew the curtain 
yiolently, thus deliberately and unambiguously 
alluding to the undesirability of Zoya’s presence 
there, Outside the dug-out Ukhanov's voice was 
heard again. 

“Ah, how I love you, Sergeant Major! I dan't 
know why, but I worship you, our dear captain 
and father. I respect you for your punetuality. 
for the affection you show towards our battery.” 

“What arc you blathering about, Sergeant?” 
the sergcant-major rumbled behind the tarpaulin. 
“What's this talk? Why are you grinning? Stand 
up properly!” 

“lake it) easy, Sergeant-Major!” Ukhanov 
laughed. “Why so loud! Where do you expect me 
ta stand properly?” 

“These platoon commanders have ruined our 
NCOs, that they have! No discipline at all! But 
Tl be after you, Senior Scrgeant!” the scrgeant- 
major beomed; and it was as if he were repri- 
manding not only Ukhanov but both the lieuten- 
ants as well, who were bound to hear him in 
the dug-out. “You'll be walking on tip-toe, my 
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lad! T'yve broken in far worse than you before 
now. T won't allow sloppiness in my baitery!” 

“Not so strong on the bass notes, Sergeant- 
Major, or I might accidentally turn the air blue 
around your cars!” Ukhanov advised defightedly. 
“In recognition of your paternal solicitude, Ser- 
geant-Major. ‘Fake my advice, loving father, and 
try out your discipfinarian stuff on Lhe cooks. 
‘They tl catch on right away.” 

A minute later Ukhanov brushed in past the 
tarpaulin, looking perfectly calm, Ie pulled off 
his carth-stained mittens and rubbed his hands 
over the flame, looking round at everyone with 
his bold eves that always scemmed {o be resisting 
something, an effect that was enhanced by the 
steel-capped front tooth that glinted coldly 
whenever he spoke or smiled. 

“Works nearly finished, Licutenant. Only 
about two hours of it left.’ he reported casually 
to Kuznetsov. “What's this? Breakfast, dinner anid 
supper, all in one? Great! If you think I’m full- 
up you're much mistaken. Where's my enormous 
mess-tin, Nechayev?” 

Ukhanows big powerful body, his voice, his 
broad shadow that spread over half the wall, the 
bitterish smell of frost that saturated every fibre 
ot his greateoat (he had not once becn in the 
wurm since the work started) made the dug-out 
seem a lot smaller, 

“Tt’s the grog that got cold. Senior Sergeant,” 
Nechayev said as he poured vodka from the can 
into a mug. “It’s been waiting for you so long.” 

“J'li be going now, boys,’ Zoya said fastening 
the hooks on her sheepskin 

“You know what, Zoya— Ukhanov sat down 
beside her and made himself comfortable in front 
of the food on the tarpaulin. “Chuck everythmeg 
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else and join my gun crew. I premise you per- 
sonally you'll never come to any harm with us, 
Our lads are a decent lot, We'll make you a 
separate dug-out.” 

“T've nothing against it,” Kuznetsov said and 
stood up. He had no idea why he had suddenly 
spoken and. to hide his confusion in front of 
Zoya, he started tightening his belt and jerking 
his sagging pistel hulster mto place. “Are you 
going to the battery commander, Zoya?” 

She looked at both of them in astonishment. 

“Who are you so anxious to protect me from?” 
she said with a forced smite. “From the Germans? 
T can do that myself. Even without a gun, Look 
at the sharp nails I have!” And she scratched 
Ukhanov's hand 4 little, During the demen- 
stration he made no attempt to move his hand 
away and merely smiled with his stccl-capped 
tooth, 

“Well?” she asked. “Is that good enough pro- 
tection?” 

“Those nails are for manicure.” Ukhanov 
replied. “What could you do with them?” 

“Phat remains to be seen!” 

“Ah, Zova, dear, you're so brave,” Nechavev 
put in with some of his usual suggestiveness but 
distinctly overshadowed by the arrival of Ukha- 
nov. “What good would your nails be if someone 
had designs on you? Would you seratch? Would 
you bite? it'd just look funny.” 

“At it agam?” Davlatyan locked up with the 
expression of one who had lost all patience. 
“Mare of your nonsense? | cant listen to any more 
ot it! Zoya, please, this way!” 

He held back the tarpantin over the entrance 
and made way for Zoya. 


Chapter Nine 


They came out into a night filled with the 
clattcr of picks and shovels and the rustle of 
thrown earth. The field kitchen was still loom- 
ing darkly on the ice under the bank. but the 
forgotten fre had died out and the cook’s ladle 
no longer scraped in the boiler; it stood aban- 
doncd hy everyone; the horse, chilled tram wuit- 
ing, stamped its feet and snorted as it munchcd 
in its nose-bag. 

The sky over the bhill was now ablaze with the 
twin dawns and every unevenness of the ground 
caught and reflected their shimmering light. 
Again Kuznetsov felt overawed by this wide 
spread nocturnal stillness over the steppe. this 
silent lurking of the Germans. He said nothing, 
however. Neither did Davylatyan or Zoya, The 
ice could be heard snapping and crackling under 
their Felt boots as they walked. 

So Zoya has ulso been ordered to report to the 
battery commander. Kuznetsov knew the freedom 
and independence she enjoyed in the battery as 
a medical instructor, she was privileged to stay 
with any platoon she chose, and it unnoyed him 
that she should come so meekly to Drozdoysky's 
dug-out. He scemed to have a special right of 
subordination over her that Kuznetsov could not 
understand. 

“foya.... You must have been joking then?” 
he asked inspite of himself. “When you satd you 
had a husband?” 

They were walking close together mm the shad- 
ow, along a path trodden by the men at the 
foot of the bluishly starlit bluff. 

“Do you really want to know?” her voice shook 
a little, as though she had slipped momentarily 
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on the slippery shelf of the beach but regained 
her balance, “No, [ wasn't joking.” 

“Why don’t you tell the truth?” Davlatvan 
declared with his usual steaightforwardness. He 
dropped behind a little and exclaimed, “Look at 
the river here, Kuznetsoy. It's like an anti-tank 
ditch. This is fine! 1f the tanks break through, 
they'll get stuck here anyway. We have plenty 
of artillery and they can't cross the ice—il 
wouldn’t hold them! What direction is Stalin- 
grad? To the north?" 

“About forty-five kilometres to the north-cast,” 
Kuznetsuy said. “If they break through te the 
other bank they will have gone much too far. | 
don't want that to happen.” 

Zoya stopped. Her white sheepskin and face 
merged with the shadowy blue of the sow on the 
steep bluff; only her eycs, lifted to the lighten 
ing sky ahove it, seemed very dark, 

“Tf they break through...” she repeated and. 
having waited for Davlatyan to catch them up. 
went on without any logical continuation, “Aren't 
you even a little bit afraid of dying. Davlatyan?” 

“Why should I be?” 

“You have a girl you are going to marry. And 
she’s probably like you. As nice as you are? A 
nice little pussy like you, isn’t she?” 

Davlatyan frowned. “That docsn't come into 
it. Why do you say I’m nice? I'm not a bit nice. 
And why pussy? I don’t like cats. We never had 
any cats in our home.” 

“Where did you live—in Armenia? You were 
at school] there?” 

“In Sverdlowsk. My father is Armenian and 
mother’s Russian. [ve never been to Armenia, 
unfortunately. T don’t even Inow the language.” 

“What's your fiancee’s name. Davlatyan, tf 
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you don’t mind my asking? Natasha, T expect, or 
Zina? Have I guessed?” 
“Pussy. Pussy-cat. Puss, puss, puss! That's all!” 

“Why do you get so angry, Davlatyan? I 
didn’t want to offend you, honestly.” She smiled 
sadly. “I just like talking to you. And Kuznetsov 
looks at mc in a strange sort of way. Why do 
you, boys, give me such wintry lonks? Is that 
what I deserve?” 

“It’s your imagination, Zoya,” Davlatyan said 
more gently. “We don't give you any wintry 
looks.” 

“We've arrived, I think,” Kuznetsov interrupt- 
ed. “Can't you smell the smoke? They must have 
a stove going. Where did they find a stave 

“Halt, who gocs there?” someone called easu- 
ally [rom hehind heaps of soil, and the figure of 
a sentry emerged from the darkness three paces 
away, “It’s the medical instructor. isn’t it?” 

“Platoon commanders and medical instructor,” 
Loe ied replied. “Ts the battery commander 

cree” 

; “He's waiting tor you. This way. There's the 
t vor. 

The shelter was already finished and in full 
working order. Picks were lying about outside, 
spades jutted from heaps of soil. An angled stove- 
pipe protruding neur the wooden door spread a 
fragrant, homely warmth over the hluff. All these 
acceasorics had evidently been salvaged by the 
scouts and signallers Irom the neighhouring vil- 
lage. 

Yes, they even have a stove, Kuznetsov noted 
in astonishment. 

The small door creaked rnstically and they 
entered a very large, comfortably high sheltcr, 
sulfocatingly dank and smelling of het iron (the 
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stove in the corner was raspberry red with heat). 
already furnished with a big paralfin lamp, 
earthen couches comfortably spread with straw, 
and an carthen table coyered with a tarpaulin. 
Everything looked clean, neat and far too com- 
fartable for the front line. In the corner next to 
the stove a signaller was adjusting his set on a 
shell crate and blowing wto the receiver. 

At the table, surrounded by three scouts, sat 
Lieutenant Drozdovsky in an unbuttoned great- 
coat, his strawlike, almost white hair neatly 
combed: his handsome face was stern in the light 
of the Jamp and his long feminine lashes cust 
deep shadows under his cycs, which were fixed 
on the map. 

“Commander of No. | Platewn has arrived at 
your orders,” Kuznetsov reported in the strictly 
regulation manner he had decided since the march 
to adopt in his relations with Drozdoysky; it would 
make things casier tor both of them. 

“Commander of No. 2? Platoon has appeared 
at your orderst” Davlatyan exclaimed exuber 
antly, and burst out laughing in surprise over the 
splendid surroundings he found himself in. 
“You've got a real palace here, Comrade Lieuten- 
ant. There's rooin for the whole battery!” 

“There was a quarry bere like a cave—we just 
widened it a bit,” one of the scouts responded. 
“Make use of what's going, | say.” 

“Vor a start.” Drogdovsky cut in. lifting his 
translucent ice-blue glance frum the map, “only 
the devil appears, Lieutenant Davlatyan. Officers 
arrive in response to an order. And secondly—" 
he did not so much as glance at Zoya who had 
seated herself by the stove; she might never have 
entered the shelter: he was eycing Kuznetsov [rom 
head ta fout—“half an hour ago | inspected the 
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firing positions. ‘lhe conununication trenches be- 
tween the guns havc been carelessly dug. Why 
have all the men been put to work on dug-outs? 
You won't see any tanks from a dug-out. Or is 
Ukhanoy commanding the platoon instead of 
you?” 

“We've got to have dug-outs as well,’ Kuz- 
netsov retorted. “And if it comes to that, Ukha- 
nov could be commanding a platoon. He had the 
same training as we did. He didn’t get a com- 
mission, that’s all,” 

“Luckily. he didn't.” Drozdovsky added. “Yes, 
Kuznetsov, IT know bow matey you are with 
Senior Seryeant Ukhanov!” 

“What do you mean?” 

Zoya at her place beside the fiercely splutter 
ing stove, took off her cap, shook her head so that 
her hair fell down over the collar of her white 
sheepskin, and smiled silently at the sigmaller, 
who had been sending her sidelong glances and 
who at once responded with a broad grin. Without 
relaxing his stern expression, Drozdovsky glanecd 
at Zoya for a second and repeated, “I know every- 
thing, Licutenant Kuznetsov!” 

“What has being mafey got to do with it?” 
Davlatyan hunched his shoulders. His sharp- 
pointed nose seemed to haye become even sharp- 
er, und was now aimed bcelligerently at Droz- 
dowsky. “Personally I'd be very glad if | had a 
gun commander in my platoon like Ukhanov. 
And anyway, we all did our training together. 

Decaloesy frowned impatiently. 

“We'll talk about Ukhanoy tater. At the mo- 
ment — want you to come to the table and get 
out your maps.” 

So he has some news, he does know something. 
thought Kuznetsov. 
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They went up to the table and took their maps 
out of their field bags and spread them on the 
table in the unsteady light of the paratfn lamp. 
A hush came over the shelter. As he looked at 
his map Kuznetsoy felt with his temple the heat 
of the lamp-glass and saw Drozdovsky more 
clearly and in greater detail than he had ever 
seen him hefore—the proud straight line of his 
lips. the tender youthful down on his cheeks, his 
small ears, the Irght of the lamp rctlected in the 
steady pupils of his unsmiling eyes, whose limpid, 
lake-like blue had such a strange and irresistible 
power of attraction. 

“The regimental command post phoned me an 
hour ago,” Drozdovaky began distinctly. “As we 
Jmow, the situation in front of us is very unstahle. 
The Germans have probably broken through, so 
f understand, in the area of the main road. About 
here, to the right of the village, in the direction 
of Stalingrad.” He pointed to the map. His ner- 
vous hands were not perfectly clean and there 
were boyish hangnails round his finger tips. “But 
we have no exact information yet. Four hours 
ago a reconnaissance patrol was sent out by the 
infantry division. ts that clear?” 

“Almost,” Kuznetsov replied, still staring at the 
hangnails on Drocdovsky’s fingers. 

“"Almust? sounds like something poetic out of 
‘Vyutehey or—who’s the other fellow?—Ket,” 
Drozdovsky snapped. “Listen further. Belore the 
night is out, if all gacs well, the patrol will come 
back. It will be making for the bridge alang this 
ravine. cast of the village. ‘That 1s, in the zone 
of our battery. [ warn you to keep up observation 
and not to open fire in that area cven if the Ger- 
mans do. Haye you got all that?” 

“Yes,” Daylatyan replied in a half whisper. 
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“Yes, except Jor one question,’ Kuzneisov 
replied. “Hlaw can the Germans open fire when 
there arcn’t any in the village in front of us?” 

Drozdovsky’s cyes drenched him in freezing 
blue. 

“Vhere arcn’t now. but in five minutes there 
might be,” he said rather suspiciously, as though 
he wanted to be quite sure whether Kuznetsov’s 
question was 10 opposition to his orders or just 
a natural inquiry. “Is that clear, Kuznetsov? Or 
not quite?” 

“Yes, now it’s quite clear.” Kuznetsov folded 
his map. 

“And you, Davlatyan?” 

“Absolutely. Comrade Battery Commander.” 

“You may go.” Drozdovsky straightened up 
at the table. “Jn onc hour from now I shall be 
coming round ta inspect the battery. Everything 
will he checked.” 

The platoon commanders left the shelter. The 
three scouts from the headquarters platoon who 
had been standing ruund the table exchanged 
glances, us if they could feel Zoya’s presence with 
the backs of their heads and realised that they 
were im the way and had better go to the abserva- 
tion post. But, contrary to habit, Drozdovsky made 
no attempt to hurry them and remained staring 
in silence at some unknown point in front of him, 

“May we go, Comrade Licutcnant?” 

“You may. And you, too.” He nodded at the 
siynaller. “Go amd tell Golovanoy to get those 
irenches properly dug. There's no need to sit at 
that sct while ['m here. L1L send for you when 
you're wanted,” 

The door swung open for a moment into the 
darkness and creaked shut: the footsteps of the 
scouts and the signaller thudded down the bank 
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and merged into the silent emptiness of the nighi, 

“Flow quiel it is!” Aoya said. and sighed. ~You 
can cven hear the wick crackling.” 

Now they were alone tegether in the stillness 
of the sheltcr, protected by a thick layer of carth, 
comforted by the warm waves of heat from the 
stove, the wick crackling in the het lamp. Droz: 
dovsky stared without answering at the invisible 
point in front of him and his pale thin face 
gradually became tense and angry. Suddenly he 
spoke, biting olf each word in diszust. 

“TIow will all this end. 1 should like to know!” 

“How will what cnd?" she asked cauiiously. 
and lifted her head. “Is it ihat all over again, 
Volodya?” 

Zova was scated sideways to hirn on an cmpty 
shell crate. She held her hands out to ihe glow- 
ing iron of the stove. then pressed her warmed 
palms te her checks, and from the semi-darkness 
of the shelter sunled at him in gentle waning, 
as though she already knew exactly what he was 
going to say. 

“T should like to know where you have been 
all this time,” Drozdovsky asked in the jealaus and 
at the same time demanding tone of one who had 
the right to ask such questions, while she had 
ne right te object. “Yes T know,” he said when 
she had replicd with a brief shrug. “I don't want 
you to make a display of our relations in front 
of the battery, hut you go too far the other way! 
I'm not in the least jealous but | don’t particularly 
hke your connection with Kuznctsey's platoon. 
You aight at least have chosen Davlatyan’s.” 

“Volodya....” 

“T can just imagine what it would he like if 
Kuznetsov was battery commander instead of 
me! ‘That T can imagine very well!’ 
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He rose with a quick reghence and went up 
to her, not tall but very straight and athletically 
built; his greatcoat perfectly cut. his far hair 
combed back from a clear, open forehead that 
seemed altnost serene because of the tuirness of 
his bair. With his hands thrust inte his pockcts 
he sought in ber tense, uptuimed face, in her 
slightly guilly smile, the thmg that had aroused 
his suspicions, and she, understanding, threw the 
sheepskin off her shoulders. rose and leaned for- 
ward to embrace him with her arms under his 
unbuttoned greateout, rubbing her cheek against 
the metal buttons on bis chest. He stood without 
taking his bands out of his pockets and, as she 
pressed her cheek against his chest. she heard his 
heart thumping and felt the astringent smell ot 
sweat from his tunic. Afraid that her hair might 
be smelling of smoke. she drew her head away 
slightly. 

“That makes us equal,” she said. “You haven't 
seen inc for three hours, and I haven't seen you. 
But there is one thing in which we are not equal, 
Volodya. And you know it.” 

She spoke withont resistance or rebuke. Her 
suhmissively gentle cycs were fixed on the 
unwrinkled whiteness of his forehead under the 
sweep of fair hair; its youthful freshness seemed 
almost as defenceless as a child’s. 

“Tn what? Ah, I understand! Well, this war 
wasn't my idea. | can't do anything about it. And 
Tcan't take you in my arms in front of the 
whole battery! Do you want everyone to know 
about our relations?” 

Drozdovsky wrenched her arms away with 
unealeulated force and, pulling his greateoat 
round him, stepped back with his lips compressed. 

She said in surprise, “You look so disgusted! 
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Do you really feel so bad about it? Why did you 
crush my wrists like that?” 

“Stop that! You know perfectly what it’s like 
for me,” he said, and began pacing the shelter 
nervously: his shaduw darted jargedly across the 
wall, “No once in the regiment must know about 
our relations. You may nat like it that way but 
that’s how it's got to be. I’tn commander of the 
battery and I don't want a lot of tittle-tattle and 
gossip going around about me! There are some 
people who'll be only too glad if I slip up. [t's 
just what they're waiting for! Why do those clots 
hang about round you all the time?’ 

‘Are you afraid?” she asked. “Why are you 
atraid of people thinking the wrong thing about 
you? Why am | not afraid?” 

“Stop it, I tell you. Tm not atraid of anything! 
But you know how it will look! Do you think 
there are not plenty of tale-bearers in the battery 
who would gladly inform regiment or division 
HQ about our.,.. Yes. that would be splendid!” 
We laughed unpleasantly. “There's war on and 
they spend their time bedding down together in 
the straw. Like a pair of turtle doves! Front-line 
swecthearts!” 

“| don’t want to bed down with you, as you put 
ic,” Zoya said conciliatorily, and drew her sheep- 
skin round her shoulders as though she felt chilly. 
“But Pun oot ashamed and 1’m not afraid, if 
anyone is really interested, to tell the regimental 
commander or the division commander about 
our....’ Trying not to irritate him, she lelt the 
phrase incompleted as he bad done. “That's nut 
the trouble, Volodya. It’s simply that you love 
me in a strange kind of way, if vou love me at 
all, I don’t know why you like to torture me with 
your suspicions. You may not notice it but you 
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even kiss so that it hurts. What makes you so 
vindictive?” 

Drazdoysky stepped in front of her and her 
nostrils caught the damp, windy smell of his 
greatecoat; his lips were twisted. 

“You call that torture!” he said relentlessly. 
“Don't make me laugh! Why should 1 be vin- 
dictive? So I don’t kiss you properly? ] haven't 
learned how. No one taught me any other way! 

“T can‘L teach you, Volodya, can I?” Zoya said 
again appeasingly, and smiled. “I don't know how 
mysclf. But docs it really matter? Vm sorry, 
Volodya.” 

“Rubbish!” he turned away to the table and 
spoke from there with derisive bitterness. “T 
learned my first kisses, if you want to know, trom 
a dotty woman at the age of thirteen, Even now 
it makes me sick when I remember that greal 
mountain of flesh!” 

“What woman?” Zova asked in a whisper, and 
lowered her head so that he should nol see her 
face. “Why did you say that? Who was it?” 

“Never mind! A distant relative J lived with 
jor two ycars in Tashkent, when my father had 
been killed in Spam. Instead of going to a ehil- 
dren’s home, | ved with friends, and for live years 
1 had te sleep like a puppy in any old cubby hole 
they cared to find for me. Right up to the time I 
finished school! I'll never forget that!” 

“Your father was killed in Spain. And was your 
maiher dead by then, too, Volodya?” 

Hcr face drawn with love and pity, she 
scanned his gentle white forehead, his flaxen hair, 
not dariny to look into the picicing blue eyes. 

“Yes,” bis eyes flashed at her. “Yes, they were 
both dead by then, And I bad been fond of them. 
] felt they had betrayed me. Gan you understand 
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that? 1 was Ictt all alone in an empty Moscow flat 
until someone came from ‘lushkenl to fetch me! 
Pm afraid you will betray we. too, one day! With 
xome clot ar olher!” 

“What a fool you are, Yolodya, Can’t you see 
I love you? And I'll never betray you. You've 
known me for more than a month now, hayen't 
you?” 

Zoya found it hard to anderstand him in his 
moments of inexplicable suspicion, his outbursts 
of cruel jealousy that always occurrcd when they 
were together, when there was no sense or reason 
in talking about it. Every day, every minule she 
felt and saw signs of the attention the whole 
baticry was paving her. But she accepted this 
attention as an unavoidable burden and replied 
to them with the measure of flirfatiousness she 
considered necessary for self-defence. He may 
have realised this, but his fits of suspicion seemed 
to be generated by a fecling of helplessness, by 
constant distrust, as if she were prepared to 
deceive him with anyone in the battery she hap- 
pened to smile at. 

“That's not true!” he said. “I don't trust you!" 

And with sudden horror Zoya realised that she 
could offer him no proof of her innocence, no 
justification. She had neither the desire nor the 
strength to make excusex and, foresecing his 
stubborm objections, she stood before him, look- 
ing at his smooth clear, dcfenceless forcheael 
which she longed to fondle and caress. 

“But 1 do love you,” she said. “You just can’t 
tuiagine how much, Why don’t you believe me?” 

He stepped towards her, taking his hands out 
of his pockets. - 

“Prove it! Prove that you love mc! You din’t 
want to prove it!” he said. and gripped her 
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shuulders wth a fierce tenderness. “We must! 
We've known each other for six weeks! Prove 
that you love me!” 

He locked his arms fiercely round her unresist- 
ing back and began to kiss her on the mouth with 
hurried suffocating kisses while she, moaning and 
closing her eyes as if in pain, submisstyely 
embraced him under his unbuttoned greatcoat, 
pressed her knees to and at the same time 
tried to withdraw her lips from his suffocating 
mouth. 

He bent her head back. then broke away. 

“TH put the larap ant,” he said hoarsely. “No 
one will come in here. Don't be afraid. No one 
will come, do you hear? We shall be alongc—” 

“No, | don't want that. Please, forgive me, 
Volodya."” she panted, closing her eyes. “We 
mustn'l, we can't de that now,’ 

“But | can't go on like this. Don’t you under- 
stand—I can’it” 

“You know I love you, § love you very much,” 
she whispered, shivering and trying to resist. “But 
not thal, Otherwise we'll begin to hate each other. 
t do love you and I don’t want us to hate each 
other!” 

He again jerked her towards him by the 
shoulders. 

“Why? Why?" 

“TL told vou. We did il onee.... We won't be 
able to faee each other afterwards, Volodya. I 
remember the way you frowned and smoked 


then.... Try to understand, Volodya, this isn’t 
the time. I can’t have it now, E musti’t. Can’t you 
understand? I'm sorry... .” 


Imploring him with her eyes, her voice, she 
began to ery withoui knowing the reason for her 
tears and, as though begging his forgiveness, 
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kissed him guiltily. quickly om the chin and neck 
with cold trembling lips. 

“Idiocy! | shall hate you! Are you lying or 
what? I’m sick of it all! Sick of it!’ 

With a herce, angry face he pushed her aside 
and. pulling on his cap flung out of the shelter 
and shut the door with a slam that sel the tlame 
of the lamp flickering under its smoky glass. 


Chapter Ten 


He climbed the steps cut in the bluff and, when 
he reached the top and was cooled a little by the 
icy wind that awept towards him, he repeated 
aloud between clenched teeth. 

“She's a fool! A lool! Such idiocy!” 

And rousing in hinwelf disgust and a hatred 
al his own helplessness and her foolish fear, her 
refusal to be mtimate, as they had been once, 
when the battery was bemg activated, ai the 
medical post, where she had been on duty alone, 
he felt an almost insulting anger against her and 
a desire to go back and strike her in reyenge. But 
at the same time, despising himself, he sufercd 
because he was unable to thrust everything out 
of his mind, because his hands, his hody had their 
own independent memory. Alter hix contact with 
her at the medical post, after her touch, her clased 
eyes, her trembling knees. the timid movements 
of her supple body, this memory for some reason 
would have consented to any humiliating ten- 
derness as lung as she was there. 

No! It's all over! he told himself. recalling 
everything thai could incite or intensify his revul- 
siun—her mouth that was too big, her Irightened 
expression, her breasts that were too small and 
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her calves thal were too thick and seemed to be 
stulfed into the narrow tops of her felt boots; he 
wanted to think of something that would revolt 
him and make all reconciliation impossible. What 
did J ever see in her? She isn’t even beautiful! 
She's nothing. What an idiotic kind of relation- 
ship! I've gat to put a stop to it once and for all. 
Once and tor all! tn his excitement he breath- 
cd deeply: the cold seared his lungs and his 
breath condensed whitely on the nap of his 
greatcoat, 

Ue did not notice at once thal the air and the 
snow had grown a little lighter and acquired a 
frosty dryness, The December constellations had 
shifted in the sky and were now majestically 
bright, pulsating in the icy heavens with the last 
fire before the dawn. On earth the roofs of the 
village scemed to haye moved a little closer and 
stood out blackly against the snow; the two glow- 
mg patches of sky above them had paled and 
merged into a semi-circle that cneompassed 
the whole southern half of the sky beyond the 
village. 

Vor a moment he seemed to see at the ends of 
this semi-circle a few Jaint flashes, like the gleam 
of distant headlights, on the ridge of low hills 
above the ravine. Then he thought he could hear 
in the wind the roar of engines mingled with the 
backhring of tanks and the whine af skidding 
wheels. Surely this could nat be the German forces 
that had broken through, approaching this village, 
his battery? 

He lighted a cigaretie and smoked greedily as 
he listened. The wind was whipping up the snow 
on the bank and the battery’s positions; the bare 
branches of the frozen willows stood out like 
barbed wire, like shifting shaduws, on the very 
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cdge of the bluff) And all of a sudden the sound 
of engines, of invisible movement broke off alto- 
nether. 

It’s just werves, he told himself, and set off for 
the observation pest, which now stood out dist- 
inctly im the thinning darkness, 

When he walked up the shallow—only knee- 
deep—communication trench to the top of the 
risé, where the men were still hacking away like 
wood-peckcrs, with their picks and shovels, Droz- 
dovsky's face resumed its coldly resolute expres- 
sion, Sergeant-Major Golovanov, commander of 
the headquarlers platoon, a towering, broud- 
chested hyure, was fixing the telescope in front of 
the parapet. Je was the first to notice Droztlovsky 
in the trench, and van over to him with undxpect- 
ed nimbleness. 

“Comrade Licutenant, I rang you just now. ‘The 
medical instructor said you had Iett. Five minutes 
ago the diviston commander's landrover arrived 
in the area of the bridge. Something's up. (The 
division's reconnaissance hasn't come in yet.’ 

“Why are you so late in reporting this?” Droz- 
doysky said angrily. “Why didnt you ring five 
minutes ago?” 

“L did ring.” Golovanny boomed. “Just five min- 
utes uge. Your wife, Comrade Licutenant—t 
mean, the medical instructor. said—” 
silence, Goloyanoyv'! Are you mad? What 
wife!” Drozdovsky cut m, fully understanding 
Golovanov's blundering straighttorwardness and 
why the three scouts in the next trench wenl on 
digging like machines. “Who is spreading such 
rumours about me?” he went on in a low voice. 
“You. Golovinov? Who then? 7H find out all the 
same, Sergeanl-Major! Who's arrived from divi- 
sion! | 
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“Three landrovers, Comrade Lieutenant. | 
know ane of theam—Colonel Devevy's.” 

“You ought to know everything--call yoursell 
a scout!” 

Drozdovsky strode pust the scouts. their shovels 
still, bodies rigid agaist the wall of the trench, 
and made for the guns. “Your wife ... your 
wife...” His face twisted as he realised that it 
woust be the talk of the battery. 

As he ran down from the top of the blull 
towards the guns dug in along the edge of the 
bank, to the left of the observation post, Droz- 
dovsky spotted the three landrovers and, about 
three hundred metres away from them, a group 
ot people gathered round the position at the first 
gun. The men digging communication trenches 
between the guns were glancing in their direction 
and one of them—a diminutive figure in an ill- 
fitting greatcoat—Chibisoy, with a wet comforter 
draped under his nosc, turned his bristly, trian- 
gular little face to Drozdovsky as he ran past. 

“Comrade Licutenant, it’s the colonel and the 
top general there, the one with the stick... 
They're expecting something. Looks as if i'll be 
starting soon!” 

“Your comforter is all wet! Make yourself tidy. 
You're a disgusting sight, Like a bedraggled 
hen!” Drozdovsky rapped out. “Where is Kuznet- 
sov’ Where’s Davlatyan?” 

“They re all there,” Chibisov muttcred snufil- 
ing. 
Checking the buttons on his greatcoat with a 
habitual sweep of his Kngers. Drozdovsky ran up 
to the first gun, sought oul the highest-ranking 
officer in the group and saluted him. recognising 
General Bessonov and Colonel Deyev among the 
other untamiliar ligures. 
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“Comrade General, Commander of No. T Bat- 
tery, Licutenant Drozdovsky!" he reported, check- 
ing his breath. 

Bessonoy in his sheepskin without any insignia 
turned round. He was a short, Ican unitmposing 
man, not at all like a general; his harsh, prickly 
cyes with thcir slightly swollen lids bored into 
Drozdoysky's pale, sct face. Colonel Devev. weur- 
ing an ordinary soldier's cap with carflaps and a 
sword belt and pistol holster. red-faced, youthfully 
blooming with health, raised his ginger brows in 
slight annoyance. 

“Where have you been all this time, Battery 
Commander? * he asked in his fruity baritonc 

“AL the observation post, Comrade Colonel, 
Drozdoysky answered clearly. “Vinal work on the 
trenches is nearly completed.” 

He wondered anxiously what had brought them 
here. Were they waiting for the return of the 
rcconnaissance patrol? Or was it just to cheek up 
on the battery? But this was the commander of 
the army himself. 

“Drozdovsky?” Bessonow repeated in his grat- 
ing voice. “That's a familiar-sounding name. I 
think Pvc heard that name somewhere heforc?” 

He looked past Drozdoysky in an attempt to 
cateh some slipping thread of memory. but ap- 

arently remembcred something ¢clse and frowned. 
Uransferring his glance to Deyev, he asked, 
“Well, what has become of your patrol, Colu- 
nel?" 

Everyone who was here with Bessonoy—the 
elderly lieutenant-colonel, the division's reean- 
naissance chief, with a map unfolded on his casc, 
and the tall, long-legged Military Council Member 
Vesnin, and the quite young, absurdly freckled, 
snub-nosed Majer Cherepanov, commander 


of the mfantry regiment, whose battalions were 
defending the linc of the bank--had all looked 
at Druzdovsky when Bessonov spoke to him, but 
he was forgotten as suen as the cormmander of the 
army mentioned reconnaissance. All eyes turned 
in the dircetion of the paling glow on the horizon. 
from which there now came an indefnahle roar, 
rising and talling in waves carricd by the gusty 
wind. 

“Something ix obvinus even without reconnais- 
yance,” Bessonoy said. “What do you think, Vitali 
Isavevich?” 

“Yes. | think so too,’ Vesnin replied. “Obvinus 
enourh. 

‘tL can hardly believe they've fatled, Comrade 
Army Commander,” Colonel Deyev responded. 
“They were very experienced scouts.” 

Drozdovsky stead expectantly, clenching his 
teeth so hard that his jaw ached. We was almost 
certain that this gencral, who bad been a regular 
officer before the war, must know his name, but 
apparently be had decided not to ask at the mo- 
ment whether it had any connection with the 
military name he had recalled from the past. He 
had other things to think ubout. Kugnelsuv and 
Daviatvan stood at attention, united now by com- 
mon resporsihility, showing their suppert for 
Drozdovsky in their looks. The sense of approach- 
ing battle had hrought them together as cquals. 
TDrozdovsky, however, who al this moment was 
calculating and weighing everything that might 
have brought the general and the division com- 
mandet to his battery, noticed neither Kuznetsov 
nor Davlatyan. And yet at the same time he was 
thinking the same thoughts. Yes. itll soon be 
starting. Perhaps at this very moment. The sooner 
the better! 
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“Comrade General!” he spoke up suddenly in 
that particularly distinet voice that expressed an 
unswerving readiness to carry out any order. 
“Allow me to report?" 

With his lormer. reminiscing expression Bes- 
senov looked round at the smart. eager figure of 
the pale young lieutenant and without much inter- 
est granted his permission, 

“Dam listening.” 

“The battery is ready for action, Comrade 
General!” 

“For action?” Bessonar repeated, keeping his 
attentive eyes on Drozdovsky. “Do you believe in 
fate, in good luck, lieutenant?” 

‘! don’t believe in fate at all, Comrade Gene- 
ral,” 

“You don't. eh? Well, perhaps you oughr 
fo..." Bessonov put a special meaning of fis 
own inio these words, which startled Drozdovsky 
beewuse he could not understand jt. “At your age 
T even believed in immortality, Do vou realise. 
Tieutenant, that your battery is holding a tank- 
threatened sector, and that behind you fics Stalin- 
grad?” 

“We shall stand here to the last, Comrade Gen- 
eral!” Drozdovsky said with conviction. “! know 
this is a tank-threatened sector. I want to assure 
you that the men of No, | Battery will not spare 
thei lives and will justify the trust you have 
placed in them! We are ready to die, Comrade 
Gencral, on this linc!” 

“Why dic?” Bessonoy frowned. “I would rath- 
er hear you use a much better word, ‘hold out’, 
There’s no need to be so intent on sacrificing 
yourself, Lieutenant. You may go now.” 

Drozdovsky’s reply had been overemphatic. He 
had gazed into the zeneral’s cyes just as training 
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school cadets gaze into the eyes of an adored 
commander. As he turned to go he at once felt 
a slight emptimess around him and realised that 
something in his declared readiness for battle had 
displeased the gencral. It must have sounded 
forced, not quite natural. Colonel Deyev, however, 
gave him a fairly encouraging wink with those 
vinger Tashes of his and Military Council Member 
Vesnin surveyed Drozdovsky through his gleam- 
ing spectacles with some mterest. 

“Why should vou he thinking of dving, Com- 
rade Lieutenant?” Vesnin asked. not quite realis- 
ing the cause of this smart voung battery com- 
mander’s heightencd resolve. “You only live once. 
you knuw, So you'd bettcr make the best of it. 
I+ you ask me, Lieutenant, battles are not fought 
to feed the worms. Paradoxical though it may 
seem, the aim of battle is to avoid death, Isn't 
that the real truth?” 

But Lieutenant Drozdovsky had been neither 
lying nor pretending. He had long ago decided 
quite firmly that his first battle. which he longed 
to fight, would either be of great significance in 
his hfe, or else it would be his last. He did not 
believe in the possibility of his death, just as no 
one who has not been to the brink. who has not 
seen another's death ag a reflection of his own, 
can believe in such a thing 

Drozdovsky replied, “Comrade — Divisiona) 
Commissar, personally | would haye oo hesita- 
tion abwut dying.” 

“Are you a member ot the Kamsormol?” Vesnin 
asked. “J should think you are.” 

“Yes, [ am. And so are all the plateon com- 
tmanders and more than half of the gun crews. 
The hattery’s Komsomal organiscy is Lieutenant 
Davlatyan.” 
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“AH the mere reason then,” Vesnin nodded 
smilingly at Davlatyan, as if he knew him well. 
and Dalvatyan answered with a boyishly radiant 
smile. “You have all your life in front of you. 
You are to be envied. The war won't last for- 
ever.” And he walked away to the parapet. where 
the chief of reconnaissance and the division com- 
mander were standing in silence 

No one paid any further attention to Droz- 
doysky. Colonel Devev shrugged his powerful 
shoulders impatiently and glanced at his watch, 
then at the southern end of the village, and 
turned Ins anxtous eyes towards Bessonov, 

The general was sitting on a pile of shell crates, 
his hands resting on his stick, his eyes half closed 
in weariness. He seemed to be listeaing to this 
uneven rumbling. now distant. now close. that 
the dawn wind was carrying across the steppe. 
and Deyey noted with alanmw the displeasure 
expressed by the two deepening horizontal lines 
across his forchead. 

“Well, where is your patrol, Colonel?" Bes- 
somuy asked. 

“1 think we'd better go back to the observation 
post,” Deyev replied uncomfortably, restraining 
his fruity baritone as well as he could. “The pa- 
trol must be in trouble, Comrade Commander. 3 
hardly know how to cxplain it—” 

“What did you say?” The commander's tane 
was unmistakably ominous but Deyey finished 
what he had te say. 

“T don’t think there's any point in waiting for 
the patrol here.” 

“Neither do 1," Ressonoy replied acidly, “And 
somebody is going to be held responsible tor such 
reconnaissance, Colonel, | would have you know!’ 

“It's nearly daylight,’ Vesnin remarked. 
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Ile borrowed the reconnaissance chief's field 
glasses and scanned the glowing horizon and 
village ahead, which was now clearly visible. 
Fyen without glasses every abject, near and far. 
was beyinning to stand out with stercoscapic 
clarity—the faces of the men in the line, prey and 
featurcless after a sleepless night, like masks, the 
guna, the lumps of soil on the parapets, the bushes 
poking out of the snow, their naked twigs raltl- 
ing in the wind. In the east the uncertain Decer- 
ber dawn was alrcady tinged with pink. 

All of a sudden « vibrating roar broke oul alang 
the whole horizon. as though a gigantic iron ball 
had begun te roll across the steppe. In the same 
instant a series of Wwo-caloured flares—one after 
another in a semi-circle—seared up over the vil 
lage. bursting in a cascade of red and blue lights. 

Yes, this is what we ve been waiting for! Droz 
dovsky thought excitedly. This ix the Germans’ 
signal. Are they really so close? Why are they 
so clase? And what is makusg this noise? 

The roar now seemed to be ramming iiself into 
the space between earth and sky It no longer 
resembled a rumbling iron ball: it came out of 
the distance, naw in great avalanches of thunder, 
now in powerful reverberations Lhat echocd im the 
decp channel of the river, steadily approach- 
img with a remorseless and frightening Persisl- 
ence. 

Che earth began to shake like a living body. 
And still Uhe red and bluc flares continued to 
soar in a semi-cirele over the village, as though 
sending out guiding signals to the oncoming 
Aten’, 

What is it? Tanks or aircraft? Is it just about 
to begin? Or has il already begun? Someone must 
order “action stations!” To must do something! 
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Drozdovsky kept himself under control and did 
nol give the command. He saw the general look 
up grimly at the sky, saw Colonel Deyey knitting 
his brews, saw the ficld glasses in Vesnin’s hands 
stop in line with the glow un the horizon. Then 
Vesnin returned the glasses to the reconnaissance 
chief and for some reason took off his spectacles 
and, when he turned (o Bessonoy, his face, strange- 
ly disarmed without his spectacles, had the 
cheerful expression of one delivering inevitable 
news. 

“They re coming, Pyotr Alexandrovich. Ilordes 
of them!” 

Out there, amid the glow something had beyun 
to glilier reddishly, inlenscly, like a thundercloud. 
li was moving slraighl towards the village, as if 
welded together by a steady ruar of engines, and 
now in this cloud were visible the silhouettes of 
heavily loaded Junkers. Approaching from the 
south, they had already half obscured the band 
of hght on the horizon with their huge straggling 
formations; too many for Drozdovsky to count. 
The more obvious it became that they were 
approaching the village, the haltery, the harsher 
and more pitiless grew the expression on Besso- 
nov’s face: it seemsed to have acquired the jagped 
(exture of rock. Vesnin’s eyes were fixed quesiion- 
ingly not on the sky but on the commander's tace, 
and his bare fingers {he had forgotten to put on 
the “loves, they were sill poking out of his coat 
pocket) scemed to live a life of their own, rubbing 
and polishing his spectactes on the wool of his 
collar, 

And again Drozdovsky thought: Why are they 
standing there? Why don't they give some orders? 
What am |] supposed ta do, with ther here? 

AL that moment Major Bezhichko in his smart, 
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adjulant’s yreatcoal slid down the parapet into 
the pun-pit as if on skates—he must haye run 
across from the landroyers--and shouted to Bes- 
sanov with che energetic insistence of an adjutant 
excreising his unwriltcn right to remind and even 
demand. 

“Comrade Commander, shal] 1 bring your car? 
We ought to be gomg!” 

“Perhaps you'd better wait here till the bomb- 
ing’s over. Comrade General?” Deyev suggested, 
watching the aircraft from under his ginger brows. 
“T doubt if we can get to the observation post 
before it starts.” 

“Lam sure we shall, Comrade Commander!” 
Bozhichko promised, and remonstrated to Deyev, 
“Tt was only three kilornetres on the spcedomcter. 
Well make it.” 

“OF course. we'll make it!” Vesnin came to lite. 
put on his spectacles and compared the distance 
from the dark squadrons blotting out the dawn 
to the brow of the hill on the other side of the 
river, Where the divisional O.P. was located. 
“Can't be more than four kilometres, Bozhichka, 
can it?” he said. then asked Deyev excitedly, “Are 
you quite sure this is their target? Couldn't they 
be heading for Stalingrad?” 

“Tean't be sure of that.” 

Bessonov laughed drily. “This is their target all 
right. The forward arca, ‘Vhat's certain. The Ger- 
mans don't like taking risks. They wouldn't attack 
withoul air support. So come along, Three kilo- 
metres or four—it doesn’t make much difference.” 
And only now, as though by chance, did he recall 
Drozdovsky, who was still standing cxpectantly 
at his side. “Yes. everyone must take cover, Ticu- 
tenant. Get through the bombing in one piece, 
as they say. Then will come the main thing—the 
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tanks. So your name is Drozdoysky, Lieutenant?” 
he asked. again striving to recall something. “‘l've 
heard that name somewhere before, 11) remem- 
ber it. And I hope to hear more about you, Licu- 
tcuant Drozdovsky! Not one step back! And knock 
out their tanks. Ifold out and forget all about 
death! Don’L think of it under any circuinstances! 
Your batlery can do great things here, Lieuten- 
ant. Let’s hope for the best.” 

TIe climbed on to the parapet and, limping 
slightly, walked to the landrovers, tollowed by the 
adjutant and the colonel The reconnaissance 
chief lingered behind in the firing line. He stood 
with one [out on the step, his map still on his 
knee, scanning the open ground in front of the 
village with his field glasses, unwilling to lcave 
without knowing what had become of his patrol. 
¥Vesnin tapped his shoulder understandingly and 
made a quict remark, whereupon the vilent lien 
tenant-colone] trudged away despondently to the 
communication trench. Some five metres from the 
gun, as he began to climb the bluff, Vesnin 
stopped for a moment and spoke to Drnzdovsky. 
not without a challenge in his voice: 

“Well, Battery Commander, it Tooks as if 
they're going to make it bot for us! Do you feel 
nervous, facing it for the first time?” 

“No, Comrade Divisional Conunissar!” 

“Kine! Garry on then, Dattery Gommander!” 

Drozdovsky remained stittly at attention for a 
few mare seconds but as soon as they disappeared 
beyond the parapet, be peered upwards, like a 
blind man, at the darkened sky, where every- 
thing was moving and whirring, then a sudden, 
unusually owerlul shout burst from his lungs, 

“Battery! Take cover!’ 
The next moment he was running [or the 
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observation post, past the white faces of the men 
at the vuns, past bowed backs that secmed to be 
weighed down by the thunderous sky. 


Chapter Eleven 


The powerful roar of engines bore down on 
them, crushing ¢yery ather sound, yibrating. 
haltering at their eardrums. 

Lhe Jirst fight of awerafi began to change for- 
mation, moving inte a circle. and Kuznetsov saw 
the German flares going up in fountains at red 
and bluc behind the houses of the village. Then 
an answering flare dangled by a thread o! smoke 
from the leading Junkers, broke away with a red 
‘lash and, blanched by the glittering wing-sur- 
taces, plunged dying into the pink-flushed air. Vhe 
Germans were signalling cach other to ascertain 
the exact target. hut Kuznetsov was no longer 
trying to guess what that target was. It was clear 
enough already, One by one the Junkers swung 
out inte a huge circle that encompassed the village. 
the bank, the infantry trenches, the neighbouring 
batteries. And now the air had suddenly acquired 
anew density, and this dense, (hough transparent, 
air enclosed the whole turward area in a ring 
from which there sccmed to be no cscape, even 
though on the far bank the open steppe could be 
secn elimmering in the first light of the rising sun 
and the heighls were alecacly ablaze with Lhe calan 
beilliance of morning. 

“Take cover!... Take coverl” frantic shouts 
were stil echoing over the gun positions and 
from the beach below. 

Kuznetsov was standing ta the left of one of 
the guns, in a trench beside Ukhanov and Chibt- 


208 


soy, and the trench was hardly big cnough for 
the three of them. They could feel the ground 
quivering underfoot: bard Jumps of soil hegan to 
crumble of the breastwork. dislodged by the air- 
shaking roar of engines. Very cluse to him Kuz- 
netsov saw Chibisov’s triangular face and lead- 
black eyes dilated with horror as he stared at the 
sky with an cxpression of dazed stupefaction, and 
next to him he saw Ukhanov’s upraised chin and 
hig light-coloured eyes moving as if they were 
fiercely counting something, and his whole body 
felt cramped and tense, as in a bad dream, when 
one is threatened by something huge and irresis- 
tible and cannot move an inch. For some reason he 
remembered that can of fragrant. icy water that 
Chibisov had brought from the river, and again 
felt a burning thirst and dryness in his mouth, 

“Forty-eight,” Ukhanov finished counting at 
last with a kind of relief, looked round at Chibi- 
sov with clear, apparently uncomprehending eyes, 
and nudged his cringing shoulder. ‘What's up, 
dad? You're trembling like an aspen leat. It cant 
be worse than death, you know, And shivering 
and shaking won't help.” 

“Ag if Ll... didn't know,” Chibisoy tried to jerk 
his face into a smile. “It... it gets me... like 
this.... Can’t help it.... Feel as af I’m choking.” 

“Just tell yourself nothing’s going to happen 
to you. And cven if something does, you won't 
know it. Not even pain,” Ukhanov said and, 
ignoring the sky altogether, pulled off his mitten 
with his tecth and reached for his pouch. “Make 
yourself a fag. ‘Il calm you down. And calm 
me down too. What about you, Lieutenant? Make 
us all feel betier.” 

“No, thanks.” Kuznetsov pushed the pouch 
aside. “Watcr—that’s what I want.” 
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“They're coming this way! Straight at us! 

The shont and Chibisov's wildly staring eyes 
made Kuznetsov look up. and in (he same instant 
the fiery breath of doom hurtling [roam the skies 
seemed to strike him in the face. Something 
glittering and huge, with clearly visible black and 
white crosses on it—could it be the Icading Jon- 
kers?—seemed to stop for a second, as if stummbl- 
ing in mid-Hight, and with its black claws extend- 
ed and a deafening howl, like two saws grind- 
ing inta each other, began to fall vertically 
straight into Kuznctsov’s eyes. blinding him with 
a gleam of metal streaked trom below with the 
bloody rays of the not yct fully risen sum. From 
under this glitter and roar several black. clongated 
objects detached themselves and fell heavily, 
freely, adding their piercing shriek to the roar 
of the plane. 

The bombs lnrtled relentlessly towards the 
battery, growing in size cvery second and swing- 
ing menacingly in the sky like polished logs. And 
now a second Junkers followed the first out of the 
closed circle and went into a dive. Shivering in 
the pit of his stomach. Kuznetsov dropped dawn 
in the trench, noticing as he did so how Ukhanov, 
with his eyes still on the bombs, lowered his head 
im a series of jerks, as if he were ducking flying 
stones. 

“Down!” Amid the cresecndo of sound Kuanct- 
sov did not hear his own voice and only his 
fingers teld him he was tugging flercely at the 
hem of Ukhanov's greatcoat. 

Uikhanuv’s falling body blotted out the sky 
and simultaneously a hot black imrricane swept 
over the trench; the trench rocked and relied and 
even scemed to stand on end, and [or seme reason 
it was no longer Ukhanov beside him (his heavy 
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body had been thrown aside) but Chibisov’s grey, 
carthen face with its stricken cyes, its muttering 
mouth—"“Not here. not here! Please, God!"— 

and stubbly cheeks, every hair of which stood out 
as if it had left the skin. He tell with both hands 
on Kuznetsov s chest and, crying out imploringly. 
tried ta wriggle into a non-existent space between 
Kuznetsov and the heaving wall of the trench. 

‘T've got children... children. ... [ mustn't be 
killed.... Pve mo right... children!” 

Half-choked by fumes and Chibisoy’s clutching 
hands, Kuznetsev wanted te free himself, breathe 
fresh air and shout at him to shut up, but he 
inhaled only toxic explosion gases and burst into 
racking coughs. With difficulily he broke Chibi- 
sov’s erip. The trench was Cull of stilling smoke 
and the sky had disappeared into a churning, 
rumbling blackness, through which came the 
vague. unreal ylcams of the diving aircraft as 
they swooped ont of the smoke with their crooked 
black claws extended, and the trench writhed 
under the blast of exploding bombs. and splitters 
whirred everywhere, speaking in the various, 
harsh or gentle, tones of death, and frozen, snow- 
coated soil returned to earth in solid slabs. 

[ell be all over in a minute, Kuznetsov told 
himself, feeling the grit on his teeth and closing 
his eyes in the hope that it would make the time 
pass quicker. Only another minute or two.... 
But what about the guns? They are mounted 
for action. The sights will be smashed by splin- 
ters. ... 

Ve lnew he must get up at once and inspect 
the guns, do something, but his body was heavy 
and wedged into the trench. his chest and ears 
hurt, and the seream of the dive-bombers and the 
hot blasts of aix clamped him even more Jirmly to 
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the unsteady bottorn of the trench. With the same 
unrelenting thought that he must do something he 
opened his eyes and saw the edge of the parapet 
slashed open as if by a razor, and small living 
bundles of grey slithering down the earthen wall. 
scattering grains of wheat [rom their cramped 
warren, darting into the trench and scampering 
over Chibisow s cowering back. 

Kusnetsov knew what these grey bundles were 
but could not remember what they were called 
or where he had seen them once before, just as 
clearly, At that moment, however, a shout from 
Ukhanoy broke through the din; he, too, was 
staring at Chibisov’s back with an expression of 
intense astomshment 

“Luok. Lieutenant, the mice have been bombed 
out! Come on then, rum for it!” 

Ukbanov’s big hand in its grimy mitten started 
grubbing the grey suddenly snarling little bund- 
les off Chibtsov'’s back and throwing them out 
af the trench into the smoke, 

“Chibisov, wake up! The mice will eat you! 
Can't vou feel ’em, dad?” 

“The sights, Ukhanov! D’you hear? The sights!” 
Kuznetsov cried, ignoring Chibisov, and suddenly 
it occurred to him that he wanted and was able— 
he had the right—to order Ukhanoy to go and 
remove the sights, Im other words. it was within 
his powers as platoon commander to make him 
leave the protective earth and go out to the guns 
under this rain of bombs, while he himsclf stayed 
behind in the trench. But he could not give such 
an order. 

I have this right, and vet 1 don’t have it, he 
thought. I'd never be able to forgive myself atter- 
wards. 

They were all equal now and everything was 
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to be decided by somethiny buge, inal and purely 
aceidental—a few metres further or nearer, the 
quick-sightedness of the pilots in the dive-hom- 
bers swooping from their circle of death into this 
detenceless and appalling emptiness, this world 
without sun, without people, without pity, unbear- 
ably constricted in this one trench, which every 
exploston rocked from the brink of lite to the 
brink of death. 

No, | have no right to behave hke this. i 
amistn’t! This disgusting helplessness.... ‘lhe 
sights must be saved! Am 1 alvaid of death? Why 
am I afraid? A splinter in the head.... Am I 
afraid of a splinter in the head?.... No, Ill be 
out of this trench in a moment. Wheres Droz- 
dovsky? Ukhanoyv knows 1m prepared to give 
this order.... But why? To hell with the gam- 
sights! I'm too weak to get out of this trench.... 
11l give the order and stay here. If I leave the 
trench there'll be no protection. ll get a red-hot 
splinter right in my temple. Whats come over 
me? Am | delirious? A grinding crash overhead 
knocked the trench sideways and threw a swirl- 
ing blanket of black smoke in his face, and he 
again began to cough, suifocated by the acrid 
stench of explosives, 

The smoke dispersed and Ukhanoev, wiping the 
earth off his lips and shaking dirty snow off his 
cap, looked strangely at the coughing platoon 
cmmmandet and his steel-capped tooth plinted 
when he shouted, as it they were both deaf, 
“Lieutenant! Breathe through your handkerchiet 
ir ll help!” 

Yes, Uve swallawed a lot of fumes. | forgot 
what 1 was doing and breathed in through my 
mouth. It smells of burnt garlic and iren. 1 had 
inv dirst whiff of it in “4b. And PN remember it 
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all my life.... What's he talking about? What 
handkerchiefs? ‘Vhis cough is just about tcaring 
my lungs out. If only | could have a sip of cold 
water. 

“Bollocks!” he shouted back, and forced himself 
ta stop cotghing. “Ukhanov!... Listen! We've 
got to bring in the gun-sights! They'll be smashed 
to bits out there! Who knows when this will 
stop?” 

“T was thinking the same thing. Licutenant! 
Without our sights we'll be blind as a kitten!” 

Ukhanov was situng with his legs bunched 
under him. He pulled his cap down over his 
torehcad and made as if to stand up, but Kuznet- 
sov checked him. 

“Not now! Wait a bit! We'll make a dash for 
the mins as soon ag they've finished one circuit. 
You take the first. I'll take the second. Remove 
the sights! Got that, Ukhanov? When | give the 
word. Is thaf clear?” And holding back his cough, 
he ten crouched in readiness. 

“Now’s the time, Lieutenant.” Ulkhanoy's heht- 
coloured eyes peered up at the sky from under 
the cap he had clamped over his forchead. 
“Now!” 

By the zoom of cngincs coming out of their 
dive, they both sensed simultaneously that the 
present round of bombing was nearly over. Hot 
smoke was swirling over the parapet. One by one 
the Junkers soared up over the river bank and 
rejoined the endless acrral roundabout that was 
revolving over the steppe, above the swirling 
blackness. In front and behind, across the river, 
the village was au inferno with great tongues of 
{lame leapmg aud twisting across the streets, roofs 
crashing amid clouds of ash and sparks, window- 
panes bursting and cracking, and several mangled 
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yehicles blazing on the outskirts, hit before they 
could drive to shelter, Rivulets of flaming petral 
were flowing down the bluff and a funcreal pall 
ot smoke hung over the battery, the bank and the 
infantry trenches. 

Kusnetsov saw all this as he looked out a! the 
trench and, when the different tones of the en- 
wines blended into onc again as the bombers re- 
grained the circle, he jerked out his order. 

“Ukbanov!... We'll manage it! Came on! You 
take the first. Mil take the second.” 

With an unsteady lightness in his limbs he 
jumped out of the trench, swung himself over the 
parapet round the first yun, and ran across the 
black, bespattered snow round the bomb craters 
to the second gun. 

“This way, Lieutenant! Over here!” someone 
shouted from the direction in which he was rm- 
ning. 

The whole yun cmplacement, recesses and 
trenches, was hidden by a wall of smoke. Every- 
where lay chunks of scorched and blasted carth. 
Everywhere, on the tarpaulin gun cover. on the 
breech, on the shell crates. there was blackened 
snow and earth. But the panuramiec telescope of 
the gun-sight was intact and Kuznetsov, cough- 
ing and choking. began unscrewing it with fever- 
ish fingers. As be did so he glanced back at the 
wun crew's trenches, where a head kept bobbing 
hike a round shadow in the smoke. 

“Who's that? You, Clubarikov? Are you all 
alive?” 

“Lhis way, Lieutenant! Jump in with us!” 

The head with a dirt-spattercd cap perched 
over one ear popped up out of the left-hand 
trench. It wobbled on its long neck and the bulg- 
ing eves were excited and appealing—it was the 
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Commander of No. 2 Gun, Junior Sergeant Chu- 
barikoy. 

“Comrade Lieutenant, this way! We've gol a 
scout here!” 

“What?” Kuzanctsoy shonted. “Why didn’t you 
remoye the cun-sights? Do you think you'll be 
able to shoot without them?” 

“Comrade Lieufenani. he’s wounded. Onc of 
the scouts is here. in our trench.... [le only just 
made il.... He’s wounded!’ 

“What scout? Are you shell-shocked, Chuba- 
rikev2” 

“No. My cars are singing a bit though. I’m 
sort of deaf but if doesn’t matter. We've got a 
scout here. Came in from no man's land!” 

“AR! A scout? One of the division patrol? 
Where is he?” 

Kuznetsov glanced up at the sky—the huge 
aerial roundahout bad already re-formed over the 
steppe. [le scrambled across a recess and jumped 
into the trench. thrusting the gun-sight into Chu- 
barikoy’s chest. Chubarikoy grasped it in both 
hands, blinking at the lieuwtenant’s sudden gesture, 
then pushed it down the front of his ereatcoat. 

“Is that the way to look after a pin-sight, 
Chubarikov? Where’s the scout?” 

In the Jong trench, pressing as close to the 
walls as possible, sat the clderly gun layer Yevstig- 
neyev and two of the gun crew in clay-stained 
greaicoais: all three were drawing grecdily on 
thickly rolled cigarettes. The drivers Rubin and 
Sergunenkoy, who had not had time to go back 
to their horses, were there too. Both of them were 
looking in the same direction, silent and grim- 
faced, at the end of the trench, where a young 
man in a camouflage cloak with the hood thrown 
back and no cap was half lying, half feaning; his 
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Gypsy curls were clotted with dirt and snow, the 
eyes in his chalky face were round with pain, his 
check museles were tant. The left, blood-swollen 
sleeve of the camouflage cloak and quilted jacket 
had been shit to the shoulder with a sheath-knile 
that was now stuck in the ground by his feet. 
Gritting his teeth, he was winding a ficld dressing 
clumsily but tightly round his forearm with 
deathly bine, blood-stained fingers. 

“You, bloody swine! J want the division com- 
mander, I tell you! The colonct!” 

“Help bim, quickly!” Kuznetsey shouted to 
Chubarikov, whose head was still wobbling from 
side to side on his long neck, as though he were 
trying to shake a drop of water out of his car. 
“What are you standing there for? Fix his dress- 
ing!" 

“Ve won't Jet us,” driver Rubin answered ano- 
rosely, and spat into his horny palm, in which 
he then procecded to stub out his cigarette, park 
ing the butt carcfully in the fold of his cap. “A 
scout--and ain’t he proud of it! Thinks he’s the 
cat's whiskers, he does! You mustn't touch him! 
Shouts at everyone like he was a loony! A scout 
he calls himseli!” 

“The whole steppe was being blasted to hell. 
You couldn't see w thing, Comrade Lieutenant,” 
Scrgunenkov spoke up in his cracked voice, star- 
ing at Kuznetsov with astonished child-like blue 
eves that seemed to be trying to prove samcthing. 
“But he came running through it all, shouting like 
a madman, then tumbled in here, all covered in 
blood. He wants to sec the division commander, 
He's one of the patrol.” 

“And we believe him, like a lof of nuts! Ilow 
do we know he’s ‘one of the patrol!” Rubin 
mumicked Scrgunenkey. turning bis brown rectan- 
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gular face towards the scout, who had probably 
not beard a word of their conversation and was 
still tugging persistently at the loose bandage on 
his arm. “You'd better check his dacs! Why not? 
Mebbe he’s from quite a different patrol to what 
we think!” 

“Rubbish! You're talking through your hat, Ru- 
bin.” Kuznetsoy snapped, and pushed through to 
the scout. “Give mc that bandage! Tl help yout 
Where are you from? Wasn't there anyone clse 
with you?” 

‘the scout, who had been trying to tighten the 
bandage with his tecth, tore it olf his arm, ITis 
cual-blaek eyes stared frenzicdly out of the trench. 
There was foam at the corners of his lips. and 
only now did Kuznetsov notice the fine trickles 
of blued on his ear lobes. He was shell-shocked, 

“Keep olf, Lieutenant!" the scout snarled, then, 
in a sudden rush of words, be shouted, “I've got 
to see the division couunander, understand? The 
colonel! What are yuu goggling at me for! Think 
I'm a woman? I'ta from the division rcconnais- 
sance patrol, understand? I've got to see Lhe calo- 
nel. Get him on the phone, Licutenant! What are 
you staring at, you swine? I']l black ont in a 
minute and jtll be too late! Vl lose conscious- 
ness! Don't you understand, Licutenant?” And 
tears welled into his frenzied cyes- 

Vhrowing his head back, he clawed with the 
erimy blood-stained fingers of his sound hand at 
the buttans of his camouflage cloak, his quilted 
jacket. his tunic and, finally, the prominent col- 
lar-bones under his seaman’s vest. 

“Get a move on. can’t you! While I’m still 
conscious. ... Ring the colonel. My name’s Geor- 
giyev. TIurry up! Vve got to talk to him!” 

“We ought to send him to headquarters, Gom- 
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rade Licutenant,” Yevstigneyev, the elderly gun 
layer, put in. 

But Kuznctsuy was stil] staring at the scout’s 
clawing fingers. Now he was certain that this was 
one of the patrol that had been expected back 
at dawn. 

“Tt’s shell-shock and loss of blood, I reckon,” 
said Junior Sergeant Chubarikov. “How can we 
take him to headquarters? He'll peg out on the 
way. 

“We can't carry him there! What did he find 
out while he was on his reconnaissance anyway!” 
Rabin commented in his malicious husky voice. 
“And what use is all his arm waying now any- 
way” A sailor! They fed him on chocolate and 
good white bread all the time he was ut sca, 1 
het. While we had te make do with cabbage 
soup. Calls himself a scout!” 

“Perhaps you'l) be the one to carry him, Rubin 
Kuznetsoy snapped intu Rubin's bread purple- 
brawn face. “Who gives the orders here? You?” 

“We've got to use our brains, Comrade Licu- 
tenant.” 

“Whose brains? Yours?” Kuznetsov shouted, 
and turned to Chubarikoy. “Is the Jine to Droz- 
dovsky ty order?” 

Chubarikovy merely nodded towards the bacle 
uf the trench, where the signaller’s fox-hole was. 

“Fix that dressing, Chobarikev. And don’t let 
him pull it off! 1 get through riaht away.” 

“Comrade Lieutenant, wait? They're coming 
at us again!’ Sergunenkoy yelled warningly, and 
pressed his hands to his ears. 

But Kuznetsov was alrcady on the firing plat- 
form, looking at the sky. The heye roundabout 
of Junkers was circling over the bank and the 
leading planc was just lifting a Mashing wing to 
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the sun as it pealed off to Lomb the far trenches 
of the infantry division. 

When Kuznoctsoy jumped into the narrow, shal- 
low fox-halc, Signaller Svyatoy was crouching 
over his sct, steadving the recciver that was tied 
with tape to his head. Kuznetsoy practically fell 
on him and, as their knees touched, he realised 
with a shack that he could not tell whose were 
tvembling—his or the signaller’s? He drew back 
as far as he could against the wall. 

“Can you get throuh to the ubservation post? 
‘The line’s not broken, is it? Give me the receiv- 
er!” 

“The Jine’s all right, Lieutenant. But no onc—” 

Svvatov pressed his knees together to stop them 
trembling and nodded frantically. His white- 
browed, sharp-featured peasant’s face was peaked 
with cold. He tugged at the tape but, instead of 
untying it, suddenly snatched lis hand away and 
ducked over the telephone sct. 

“Tanks!” someone m the battery shouted, but 

the shout was drowned by the throbbing roar af 
lanes. 
; As the sound approached, cverythmg on the 
bank began to Ieap and shudder in an earthquake 
of bombing. The fox-hole heaved and, as he was 
tossed into the air. Kuznetsuy saw the crucitorm 
shapes of the Junkers swooping over the bomb 
bursts with jagged flames durting from thei 
machine-cuns. The dense, criss-cross streama of 
tracers were moving along the infautry trenches, 
straight towards the battery. ‘Then he arain saw 
Svyatuy's muttering lips, shaking knees and the 
loose end of his puttee trading on the ground. 

“Tanks! Tanks!" the signaller’s violet lips werc 
whispering. “Didn't you hear? Someone shout- 
A ees 
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Kuznetsov wanted to yell at him to fasten his 
puttce. and turned away to avoid looking at those 
trembling knees, at the sick uncontrolable tear 
on the signaller's face, which had gripped him, 
too, at the word “tanks”. His mind simply would 
nat accept this latest horror. But it's impossible! 
Somcone must have made a oustake, imagined 
it! Where are the tanks? Who shouted? I'[l get 
out of this fox-hale in a minute and sce for myself! 
Where are those tanks? 

But he could not Icave the fox-hole. Tracers 
were whipping across his narrow field of vision 
along the edge of the parapet. over which the 
Junkers roared one by one with their crooked, 
non-retractable underecarnages, so low that once 
could almost feel the hot metal of thcir spitting 
heavy machine-guns. 

“Svyatoy!” Kuznetsov shouted through the 
crackle of automatic fire, and shook the signaller, 
who had buried his face in his Jap. “Get through 
to - O.P. I want to speak to Drozdovsky! Hurry 
up!” 

Svyatov lifted his petsified face and started 
tumbling with the tclephone, blowing into the 
receiver and shouting, “Obscrvation Post! Why 
don't vou answer?” But fhe overpowering whine 
of a plane reaching the bottom of its diye crushed 
them beth into the ground. Machine-guns chat- 
tered brutally right overhead, clods of carth rained 
down off the walls and over the telephone, yet 
even at that very moment Kuznetsov, who had 
been expecting a blow in the back, found himself 
thinking with glecful derision: You missed! You 
missed! 

Svyatov’s hand jerked the loose earth off the 
phone and his lips opened weakly. clouding the 
receiver with his steaming breath. “Observation 
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Posi! Have you been hit?” And suddenly his eyes 
squinted again. 

“Ta-a-a-nks!" a desperate cry went up over 
the parapet. 

Svyatov's lips were muttering flabbily. 

“Comrade Lieutenant. ... Someone's answered, 
You're through. It's Drozdovsky. The order's been 
given, Tanks are aldacking—action stations! Te 
wants to speak to you.” He took off his c#p, 
snatched the tape [rom his tair boyish head and 
handed the recetver to Kuznetsov. 

“Yes? Lieurcnant Kuznetsov speaking!’ 

Drozdovsky panted into the receiver as if he 
had been on a long run. Even the heat of his 
breath seemed to radiate from the membrane, 
pricking Kuznetsov's cardrum. 

“Kuznetsov! Tanks straight ahead! Get the 
guns into action. Any losses? Men or guns?” 

“TP don't know for certain yet.” 

“Where are you then? Do you know how 
things are with Davlatyan?” 

“Tin where I should be, Comrade Battory 
Crmmander—-hy the guns,” Kuznetsov replied, 
interrupting the voice crackling at him over the 
ling. “TF haven't got in touch with Davlatyan yet. 
Yhey keep dive-bormbing us.” 

“One of Davlatyan’s guns has been knocked 
out by a direct hit,” Drozdovsky’s voice crackled 
in the phone. “Two killed. Vive wounded, The 
whole of No. 4 gun crew.” 

So it’s started already! How soon! The thought 
stabbed mto Kuznetsov’s brain. Davlatyan's 
plaloon has dost seven men. And one yunt 
Already! 

“Who was killed?” he asked, though he knew 
only the names and faces of No. 4 crew and 
nothing about the men themselves, 
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“That docsn't matter any more!’ Drozdovsky 
Leeathed inte the phone. “Get inte action, Kuz 
nelsoy! The tanks are coming.” 

“Right.” Kuznetsov said. “Now hicre’s some- 
thing IT want to repurt to you. We've got a 
wounded scout here.” 

“What scoul? Where from?” 

“One of the patrol they were waiting for. He 
wants to Le taken to division H.Q.” 

“Send hin to me at once!” Drozdovsky shouted. 

Kuznetsov pushed the phone inlo Svyatov's 
hands, jumped to hig fcet in the fox-hole and 
looked to the right, where Davlatyao’s guns were 
mounted. 

A lorry loaded with shells was on fire there. 
Smoke was pouring over the bank. covering the 
gun positions and flowing down two the river. 
where it mingled with the smoke from the out- 
skirts of the blazing vilaze. Ammunition was 
erackling and exploding’ in the lorry, and armour- 
piercing shells were shooling up like fireworks in 
dazzling parabolas 

The dive-bombers’ roundabout had shilted and 
was now cirehng over the far bank, allacking the 
steppeland roads beyond the heights. Having 
dropped their bombs, some of them were bumbl- 
ing away wearily inlo the coppery southern sky 
over the bur ning village ahead. 

Despite the fact that the rear was still being 
bombed and people were being killed there, Kuz- 
netsov actually felt relieved for a moment, as 
though he had escaped from that unnatural state 
of depression. helplessness and humiliation that 
ix knawn in war as “waiting for death”. 

Bul at thal very minate he saw flares—red and 
bluc—swaring over the slcppe in front and drop- 
ping into the fires. 
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The whole broad ridge and the slope leading 
down from it to the ravine on the left of the vil 
lage were new wrapped in a greyish blue pall 
of smoke and scemed to be alive with the slow 
stirrings of rectangular grey and yellow shapes, 
which still did not look at all dangerous as they 
mingled with the huge shadow cast on the snow 
by the hazy sun that had risen over the dawn- 
flushed steppe. 

Kuznetsoy realised they were tanks, but after 
the dive-bombing he had just experienced, he was 
not fully alive to the danger. He could not 
believe in it. 

‘Vhe full realisation of danger struck him a few 
seconds later, when through the ashy haze that 
had scttled on the lower ground thcre came a low, 
shuddering rumble of numerous engines and the 
rectangular shapes in this huge, dense shadow 
that had now spread out far beyond the ridge, 
becume suddenly clearer. 

Kuznetsoy saw the leading tanks Inrching pon- 
derously forward, saw the shaggy streamers of 
snow whirling of their tracks and the sparks 
flying from their exhausts. 

“Man the guns!” he shouted in a fierecly ring- 
ing voice of command that scemed quite unlike 
his own, utterly rclentless towards himself and 
everyone clse. “Action stations!” 

Veads poked out of the trenches everywhere. 
Junior Sergeant Chubankoy, pulling the gun- 
sight from the frent of bis cout, was the first to 
leave the trench; his long neck was outstretched, 
his prominent eyes were apprehensively scanning 
the sky beyond the river, where the remaining 
Junkers were still shooting up the division's rear 
communications. 

“Action stations!” 
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Propelled by this ward of command, the men 
dashed from the trenches to their guns. Now none 
of them were able to make any real or accurate 
assessinent of the situation. Mechanically they 
ripped the covers off the breeches and opencd 
the shell erates im the reecsses; stumbling oyer 
lnase clocs of earth, they dragged the crates near- 
cr the gum trails. 

Junior Sergeant Chubarikoy pulled off his mit- 
tens and with his quick fingers fitted the pano- 
ramic telescope into its socket, urging on his crew, 
who were busy with the shells, while gua layer 
Yevstigneyey wiped the telescope’s black enamel 
with cnormous care as if the gun would not fire 
otherwise. 

“Comrade Lieutenant, do we need H-E.s?” 
someone shouted stertorously from the recess. 
“They might come in useful!” 

“Hurry! Hurry!” Kuznetsov shouted, clapping 
his gloved hands with such force that his palms 
stung. “Leave the H.E.s! Only armour-piercers!” 

Two heads poking out of the trench caught his 
eve. They belonged to Sergunenkoy and Rubin, 
the two elrivers, who were still standing watch- 
ing the gun crew. Sergunenkoy stood hesitantly, 
as the little excited pitffs of breath from his open 
mouth showed, while Rubin looked on sullenly, 
his cyes like small heave lumps of cust iron in 
his big brown face. 

Kuznetsov strode quickly to the trench. “Well? 
How’s the scout?” 

“We've bandaged him up. But he must have 
Jost a lot of blood,” Sergunenkuy said. “Taoks as 
il he'll die. Hey quiet now.” 

“He won't dic! Why should he?” Rubin drawled 
as it he had heard far too much about it 
already. “Kept raving about another seven of his 
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patrol being out there in no man's land. Some 
heroes, eh! Call that a reconnaissance. What a 
laugh!” 

The scout was stul lying propped against the 
wall of the trench with his head threwn back and 
tyes closed, his camoutlage cloak covered m dark 
stauns; his arm was firmly bandaged. 

“Right, both af you, pick him up and take him 
to Drozdoysky at the O.P.!” Kuznetsov ordered. 
“At once!” 

“What about the horses, Gomrade Lieutenant?” 
Sergunenkov exclaimed. “We ought to be look- 
mg after the horses. They may have been wound- 
ed!” 

“So now the tanks are coming, eh?” Rubin 
droned morosely. “Give us the works, they will! 
Call that reconnaissance!” And he nudged Ser- 
gunenkay roughly with his square shoulder. 
“Horses! Shut ii, can’t you! Always bleating, you 
are! You'll need your horses in the next world— 
that’s where!” 

Kuznetsov had no time to answer Rubin. Any 
thoughts he anight have had about the fate of the 
scouts or Rubin's perpetual malice were instantly 
banished froin his mind by the look of desperate 
appeal in Chubarikev’s prominent eyes. Then he 
saw the men clinging to the gun trails, the breech, 
the shells held firmly to knees. the backs crouch- 
ing under the shicld, and gun layer Yevstigneyev 
breathing on his fingers to keep them from treez- 
ing as they gripped the icy metal of the aiming 
mechanisms. All this would be su pitifully 
unprotected till they fred their first shot, and vet 
they were ready and waiting tensely for the first 
command, just as they awaited the late that with 
perfect equality for them all way approaching 
together with the rumble of tanks from the steppe. 
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“Comrade Lieutenant! Why don't they shoot? 
They're coming straight at us!” 

The rising drone of engines, Chubarikov’s 
appealing face, his voice, the crouching posture of 
the gunners, the order that was trying to leap out 
of his throat rather than wait fhe couldn't stand 
this waiting!), the icy shivers running down his 
back and again that persistent thought of water— 
all these contradictory sensations struggled in 
Kuznetsoy s breast and he had to make a great 
effort to shout to Chubarikoy, 

“Don't rush it! Don't fire betore yuu can set 
the sights! Wait! D'you hear? Wait!” 

Now the whole smoke-wrcathed area to the 
left of the burning village was dark with the huge 
triangular spearhead of tanks, their square, 
yellow-grey shapes appearing and disappcaring 
in the murk, their turrets bobbing above it. A 
snowslorm whipped up by the tracks rose over 
the sleppe, its whirling gusts mingled with 
bunches of sparks from the exbausts. The grinding 
clank of metal surged to a crescendo and now 
even more naticcuble were the slowly swaying 
guns of the tanks and the patches of snow on thet 
armour. 

But strangely, the German gunners in those 
approaching tanks waited patiently without open- 
ing tre. They knew the strength of their attack 
and were forcing the Soviet batteries to reveal 
their positions. Then a red flare shot up over this 
rumbling mass of armour and at this signal 
the triangle broke up into zigzays. [eudlights 
began to flash wollishly through the snowy 
cloom. 

“Why've they switched on thei Lights?’ Chu- 
barikov looked round in astonishment. “Are they 
trying to make us fire? Is that it?” 
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“Wolves,’ gun layer Yevstizneyev breathed. 
kneeling at his gun-sight. “Like a lot bloody ani- 
mals closing in on us.” 

Through his field glasses Kuznetsov could see 
the whole cloud of smoke stirring weirdly, pierced 
by the glow of glittering reddish eyes; engines 
reared, the eyes blinked and glared, broad, blunt 
shadows showed in the gaps, erceping under cover 
of the spwke towards the trenches af the outposts. 
Kuznetsov felt every muscle in his body grow 
tense. crying out for action, He could wait no 
longer. He could not go on counting these mortal 
secands, [le had te do something! 

“Gomrade JLicutenant!” Chobarikoy slithered 
aff the parapet. away from those advancing fiery 
eyes, and looked round again, his youthful face 
aghast, his hcad shaking on the thin stcm of us 
neck, “Nine hundred metres, Comrade Lieuten- 
ant. Why don’t we?...” 

“J can’t see the tanks yet, Junior Sergeant! The 
smoke's in the way!’ Yevstigneyev shouted, look- 
ing up from the gunssight. 

“Let them come on another two hundred met- 
res!” Kuznetsov replied hoarsely, forcing himself 
to belicve that they had to endure those two 
hundred metres before opening Gre, and at the 
same time marvelfing at the accuracy with which 
Chubarikoy had guessed the range. 

“Comrade Lieutenant! Uhe battery commander 
wants to know why you don’t open fire. Why 
don’t you firc, he says.” 

Signaller Svyatow was standing up in his fox- 
hole, With the receivcr taped to his car he could 
hardly keep his cap on; he had clamped lis mit- 
ten lo the other car, and seemed to catch 
the orders with his mouth and repeat them 
aloud. 
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“Order to open fire! Order to open fre!” 

No, | must wait a bit longer! Gan’t he see? 
Doesn't he realise how important the first shots 
arc? We'll reveal our positions af once, then it 
will be al] up with us! 

“Give me that phone, Syyatoy!” Kuznetsov 
dashed to the fox-hole, snatched the receiver off 
the aignafler’s head and with Drozdovsky's llerce 
words of command beating at his eardrum shout- 
ed, “What am [ supposed to fire at? The smoke? 
Give our positions away in advance?” 

“Can you see the tanks, Licutenant Kuznetsov? 
Qr ean't you?” Drozdoysky’s voice exploded into 
the receiver. “Open fire! | order you to open fire! 
‘his minute! Fire!” 

“T can see better from here!” Kuznetsov un- 
swered in a whisper, and Mung the receiver back 
at Svyatov. 

Ile had thrown down the receiver with his 
former decision firmly in mind—“Jt we give in 
now and reveal the battery’s position too soon, 
they'll smash us in one volley.” But no sooner 
had he thonght this, than from the battery’s posi- 
tions on his right there came a rending flash and 
explosion. A shell tracer streaked acroas the 
steppe and disappeared inte the glowecring, wollish 
murk ahead. One of Davlatyan’s guns had opencd 
fire. And on the right again, in an almost instan- 
taneous echo, came the angweringe shot [rom a 
tank. Then the swirling gloom ahead waa pierced 
by red spurts of flame as several tanks reared 
their ponderous shapes out of the smoke and with 
ferociously glaring headlights turned in the 
direction of Davlatyan’s positions. whereupon his 
tar gun disappeared, submerged in a fiery-black 
turravid of explosions. 

“Comrade Liculenant! Looks as if the second 
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platoon has had it? came a shout from the 
trench. 

“Why did he open fire so carly?” Kuznetsov 
thought fierecly as he watched the tanks make at 
once for the boundary between his guns and 
Davlatyan’s. Yet, he could not believe that the 
whole platoon had been wiped out so quickly. For 
a fraction of a second he pictured Davlatyan and 
his men crouching under the parapet with splin- 
ters shrieking overhead, and suddenly he heard 
his awn voice pounding in his ears, “At the tanks 
on the right.... Aim at the Jeader! Range 12, 
armour-piercing....” And in the same fraction 
ot a second, with an intolerable sense of exposure 
before shouting the word “fire.” he realised that 
he had not wailed as long as he had intended to 
wait, that he would expose his guns too soon, but 
now he had no right to wait. He gasped out the 
last word of the order. 

“Wire!” 

The blast of the shot scared his cardrums. 

He was unable to follow the exact course of the 
shell tracer. Its violet sparks died out in the grey, 
scorpion-like mass of tanks. lt offered no oppor- 
tunity of correcting the range and, knowing that 
delay would be fatal, he hurried to repeat his 
order. And when the second tracer bored imcan- 
descently into the smoke, cverything in front was 
lit up in a frantic turmoil of flashes and tangled 
tracers. The neighbouring batterics had opened 
fire all along the river bank, almost simulta- 
neously with Kuznetsoy's. The air vibrated with 
a shattering roar. Armour-piercing shells streaked 
away and vanished amid ted gun flashes as the 
tanks returned the fire. 

In a kind of mad triumph at this relief of his 
isolation, Kuznetsov yelled his orders and heard 
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only the shota of his own guns, oblivious of shell- 
bursts in front of the parapet. Hot waves of air 
struck him in the face. Splinters screamed over 
hig head. Almost before he could duek, two 
smoking craters appearcd within two metres of 
the gun shield and the whole crew flung thern- 
selves flat in the gun pit, burying their faces in 
the carth, their backs twitching at every fresh 
explosion beyond the parapet. Only gun Jayer 
Yevstigneyey. who bad no right to leave his sight, 
was still knecling behind the shield, rubbing his 
erizzled femple awkwardly against the eye-piece 
of the gun-sight, while his hands held the aim- 
ing mechanisms in a petrified grip, With one 
inflamed cye he was glancing sideways at the 
prone gun crew. His mouth opencd dumbly and 
he. scemed to be asking for something. 
“Junior Sergeant. . 

Junior Sergeant Chubarikov popped his head 
out of the commander's trench, scrambled out with 
eatth scattered over his hunched shoulders and his 
field glasses dangling from his chest, and, crawling 
over to Yevstigneyey. shook him by the shoulder 
as if to wake him. 

“Yevstioneyev! Yevsticneyev!" 

“Ts he stunned?’ Kuznetsov had also crawled 
over to the gun layer. “What's up, Yevstignevey? 
Gan you still aim?” 

“Yes. [ can aim.” the gun layer forced oul. 
shaking his head. “I was just deafened. ... Shout 
your orders louder!” 

He lifted his sleeve, wiped a scarlet trickle of 
blood from his ear and, without looking at it. 
glued his eye to the telescope. 

“Get up! All to the gun]” Kuznetsov ordered 
with fierce impatience in his voice, ready to drag 
the men to the gun with his bare hands, and 
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{ccling a sharp choking sensation in the throat. 
“On your feet everyone! To the guns! To the 
guns! Load!” 

The giant zigzag of tanks was now threatening 
the whole forward defence zone, skirting the 
right-hand edge of the huming village and cut- 
ting it off. Ifeadlights were stil flashing in the 
smoke. Fiery tracer tails criss-crossed and con- 
verged, clashing with the short sharp flashes of 
tank gunfire. 

Amid the solid’ roar of artillery the dry wooden 
crackle of anti-tank gums in the infantry trenches 
could sometimes be heard. On the left the tanks 
had skirted the ravine, reached the bank and 
advanced upon the outpost trench. The neigh- 
bouring batteries and the batteries on the other 
side of the river mct them with a moving curtain 
of fire and, further away. beyond the yillage 
squadrons of Soviet assault aireraft could be seen 
moving soundlessly across the smoky sky to attack 
the as yet invisible second wave of German tanks. 
But anything that was not directly in front of the 
battery only made an impression of remote dan- 
ger. Uhe lirst wave of tanks had formed a semi- 
cirele round the bine of defences along the river 
bank and their headlights now Mashed directly 
in the gunners’ eyes as the tanks made straight 
for their positions. Kuznetsov could now see quite 
clearly two grey shapes cmerging from the smoke 
right in front of his platoon. He shouted an order 
to (he men as they rushed to the gun and, as soon 
as the shot was fired, caught the flickering trail of 
the shcll in the lens of his field glasses and saw 
i fall short of the rcetangular shapes coming out 
of the murky turmeil of snow and smoke. 

“Higher! Get your sights up! Hurry! Yevstig- 
neycyl Sights up! Fire!” 
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But the men no longer needed any urging. The 
crew Jaboured as if in a delirium. Shells glinted 
above the breech, hands snatched at the brecch- 
block lever, bodics flung themselves groaning on 
the trails at the moment of recoil. Junior Sergeant 
Chubarikov seemed to catch the commands with 
his whole face aud, dropping to his knees, re- 
peated them to Yevstigneyey. who never moved 
his cye from the sight 

“Three rounds... rapid fire! Kuznetsov cricd 
in a kind of fierce delight. thrilling with the sense 
of this mortal unity with his crew, as though there 
were nothing else in the world that could unite 
them so closely, 

The leading tank. whose turret had been stead- 
ily cleaving the smoke suddenly seemed to stum- 
ble and with ifs engine whining frantically began 
to swing round and round. like a hnge blunt drill 
boring into the carth. 

“Tracks!"' Chubarikoy shouted, his head rock- 
ing wiih joy and astonishment on its long neck, 
and he slapped his thigh with his mitten. “Com- 
rade Lieutenant!” 

“four rounds—rapid fire!” Kuznetsey com- 
manded as if in ablivion, hearing and yet not 
hearing him, aware only of the smoking shell cases 
lying out of the brecch and the crew dropping on 
the (rails. which leapt out of the ground at every 
shot. 

The tank was still turning on the same spot, 
discarding the flat ribbon of one of its tracks. Its 
turret was also turning, jerking its long gum barre! 
in the direction of the hattery's positions. Flame 
spurted from its muzzle and, just ag Lhe shell 
burst under the parapet, sending a serearning hail 
of red-hot splinters over the gunshicld, a fierce 
glure broke cut on the armour of the tank itself, 
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followed almost immediately by darting. lizard- 
like tongucs of flame. And with the same frenzied 
delight and hatred Kuznetsev shouted, “Yevstig- 
neycv! Good man! That’s the wav!” 

The tank lurched forward blindly, writhing 
like a live thing with flatnes licking at its vitals, 
and jerked to a halt at an angle towards the 
battery. with its white cross showing on the yel- 
low armour. At that moment the whole ficld of 
battle with its seething avalanche of tanks and 
the fire of the neighbouring batteries. al] seemed 
to disappear, fade ite the background. All atten- 
tion centred on this one leading tank, and the 
gun pounded away ceaselessly at its still intact, 
living sidc, at this huge deadly spider with its 
white cross that scemed to have descended from 
another planet. 

Kametsov stopped the firc only when a second 
tank loomed out of the smoke behind the crippled 
leader, switched off its lights and swung right and 
feft to shake off the pursuing eye of the gun- 
sight. 

“At the sccond tank, armour-piercing!. ..”’ 
And they managed to anticipate the tank’s first 
shot. 

The tank's answering shot torc at the soil in 
front of the parapet. Realising that it had spotted 
the gun's position at close range, Kuznetsov llung 
himself at on the firing platform and crawled 
over to the crew through the dense fumes rolling 
off the parapet. At first he could scarcely make 
out the slate-black faces of the gunners crouch- 
ing in fearful cxpectation of the second shot. 
Seeing Yevstigneyev reeling back from the gun- 
sight, he shouted hoarsely, “Take aim! Den't 
wait! Yevstigneyev! Chubarikov!’ 

Junior Sergeant Chubarikov was lying on his 
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side on the parapet, mbbing his eyes with both 
hands. 

“T can’t sec.... My eycs are full of dirt. Just 
a minute, PI... .” 

The next shot from the tank showered them 
with broken clods of earth. Splinters snicked at 
the gun-shield and Kuznetsov felt himself chok- 
ing in the dense cloud of TNT fumes. Scarcely 
able to breathe. he crawled on to the parapct to 
see the tank and a sudden realisation struck 
through him like an electric shock. This is the 
end! It'll be all over in a second. ... But how can 
it be? 

“Yovstigncyev—fire! Fire!” 

Kumetsov saw the crew, their faces now an 
oily black, scrambling about in the smoke, load- 
ing while lying flat on the trails; cyen Yevstig- 
neyev's huge red hands seemed to grow rigid on 
the handwheels as he kneeled with his cye to 
the sight. His cap got in his way and he kept 
nudging it back until finally he nudged it off with 
the rubber eyepiece of the gan-sight. It fell from 
his sweating head and rolled down his broad 
back. He shifted his knecs a little forward. Steam 
was rising from the thick nape of his neck, from 
his matted hair. His shoulder twitched. Wis right 
hand swam in the air, groping for the trigger. It 
moved incredibly slowly, as if in some nicht- 
marish dream. It groped for the trigger with an 
unhurricd tenderness, as though there were no 
battle, no tanks, und it was only necessary to feel 
for it, make sure it was there and fandle it. 

“Yevstigneyev!... Two rounds! Fire!” 

Machine-cun bullets slashed the parapet, flmg- 
ing earth against the shield. The roar and back- 
firing of the tank's engine seemed to come from 
right overhead; the clank and grinding of metal 
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battered at Kuznctsows chest, cars and eyes, 
crushing him into the ground; he could net even 
lift his head. For one instant it seemed that the 
tank was going to rear up ruthlessly over the gun, 
rall back the parapet with the steel claws ol its 
tracks and no one would be able to crawl or run 
away. ... What's happening to me? he thought 
desperately. I must get up! Get up! 

“Yeystigneyey, two rounds, fire!” 

The gun fired twice in succession, Two shatter- 
ing blows on his cardrums. As the shell cases flew 
out of the breech and clanged stcamily into the 
pile of cool cmptics, Kuznetsoy levered himself on 
to the parapet to watch the tracers and correct 
the fire. 

A pungent, searing wave of heat hit him in 
the face, as if a huge grind-wheel was whirling 
before his eyes. Great sparks were flying off the 
tank’s armour as iracers streaked towards it from 
another gun on the left, where Ukhanoy was 
stationed, then a muffled explosion shook fhe 
tank and knocked it backwards and a florid jet 
of petrol smoke spouted over it. 

And with a sudden rush of poignant faith in 
his good fortune. in his luck, in the brotherhood 
he had recognised at that moment. Kuznetsov 
fclt a hot, sweet pressure im the threat, as of 
tears. He had seen and realised that it was Ukha- 
nov's gun on the left that was Gnishing ol! the 
tank alter the two accurate point-blank shots 
fired by Yevstigneyev. 


Kiverything in front was a pulsating dark blood- 
red, and the fres had spread cyen to the north 
hank. The ceaseless cannonade of the defending 
batteries tore black holes in this inferno. The 
shell bursts and the smoke from the blazing vil- 
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lage mingled with the thick greasy belchings 
trom the huge semicircle of adyancing tanks, 
forming a thick canopy over the steppe, and from 
under this glowing canopy more and morc tanks 
crawled relentlessly, tightening their pincers on 
the defences of the south bank The tank attack 
had not petered out or weakened under the cease- 
Jess artillery fire. It had merely slowed down a 
little in the centre and was bringing more pressure 
to bear on the flanks, where signal flares kept 
going up one after the other and tanks swung in 
extended order te the right, beyond the bluff on 
which the buttery observation post was situated, 
and to the left, towards the bridge defended by 
the neighbouring batteries. 

“Tanks on the right! They've broken through!” 

The shout stabbed into Kuznetsoy’s brain and 
unbclievingly he turned to see something he had 
never expected ta see 

“They're coming straight at the battery!” 
someone shouted. 

The smoke over the steppe was clouding the 
whole sky, choking the sun til! it became a dull 
branze blob, but everywhere this smoke was turn 
by shots and was seething with waves of fire and 
sectned to be lighted from underground, like hell 
itself, and from this seething mass that was roll- 
ing tuwards the parapets, there suddenly appeared 
on the right in front of Davlatyan’s positions the 
huge shadows of thrce tanks. But Davlatyan’s 
gun was silent. 

Is no one there at all? Are they all dead? 
Kuznctsoy wondered. But this thought was im- 
mediately ousted by another, of startling clarity. 
If the tanks broke through to the rear of the 
batteries they would crush the guns one by one. 

“At the tanks on the right!...’ His voice broke 
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and, as he tried to regain bis breath, he realised 
he would be helpless if Davlatyan did not open 
fire. “Swing the gun round! To the right, the 
right! Faster! Yevstigaevey! Chubarikov!” 

He nyshed to the gun crew, who were strain- 
ing to drag the gun round by its trails. ‘Lhey, too, 
had seen the tanks, and knew they musi tura the 
gun at least farty-hve degrees to the right. Hands 
snatched and grabbed, buots scrabbled in the 
snow; Yevstigneyev’s [ace loomed in front of 
the shield, beaded with sweat, eyes bulging and 
bloodshot. With his heels against the parapet. 
he was flinging his whole weight on ang of the 
wheels, Blood was still trickling from his gar on 
to the collar of his greatcoat; the cardaum must 
have been damaged. 

“Further!” he wheezed. “Come on! Swing her 
round!” 

“Gun to the right! Hurry!” 

“Further! Further!” 

The tanks that had broken through to the 
battery came out of a red mist of fires and made 
straight for Davlatyan’s positions, shaking smoke 
off their sides as they gathered specd. 

“Are they all dead there? Why don’t they 
shoot?" Someone shouted ficrcgly. “What's up 
with them?” 

“Hurry! All together now!” 

“Purther to the right! Farther!” Yevstirneyev 
reiterated hwarsely. 

At last the gun was turned to the right and 
logs wedged under the trail-spadcs. Yevstigneyey 
spun the handwhecls of the aiming mechanism 
and, as the barrel crept slowly along the parapet. 
the museles stood out on his sweating, gruny 
checks. ‘The seconds of aiming seemed unendur- 
ably long, interminable, and Kuznetsov could 
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hear only the sound ef his own voice. ‘Fire! Fire! 
Fire!” he command pounded in his ears and 
into the backs and heads of the gun crew, into 
thew frantically workane hands that weuld surcly 
be toe late to forestall the tanks. 

Must we all die now? Those tanks will break 
through into our positions and start crushing the 
crews and the guns!... What's happened to Dav- 
fatyan? Why don’t they fre? Ave theg still alive? 
{ must do something! What will death he like? 
No, I'm not gomg to be kiled!... If 1 tell myself 
it won't happem it wan't] | must take a decision, 
do something! Even if there isn’t anyone at that 
gunt... 

“We can’t get it round far enough, Gomrade 
Ligutenant!’ Ghubarikov’s shout broke into his 
thoughts. He seemed to be weeping red tears ag 
he stared at Kuznetsov, rubbing his eyes and 
shakmmg his head. 

“Fire! Mirc! At the tanks!" Kuznetsov shouted, 
and suddenly something seemed to jetk him to 
his feet amd be made a dash tor the shallow 
communication trench. “lm going to the second 
platoon! Chubarikov, you'll stay here in my place! 
I'm going to Davlatyan!” 

Without knowing what he would do when he 
got there, or what could be done, he ran along 
the trench towards the silent guns of the second 
platuon, squcezing between the half Hintshed walls. 
The seen was only waist deep and he could sce 
a turmoil of gun-shots, tracers, shell-bursts. smoke 
belching from the swarming mass of tanks, and 
frum the fires of the blazing village. And to the 
right, apparently through a breach in the line. 
three tanks were lumbering frecly forward over 
the dead ground that was out of range of the 
neighbourtg battertes; they were now within two 
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hundred metres of Davlatyan's position, broad 
sandy-yellaw shapes, menucingly invulnerable. 
Their long gun-barrels spurted tlame. The burst 
under the parapet seemed to muffle the rear of 
engines for an instant and Kueznctsov heard the 
chatter of machine vuns sending twin streams of 
tracers just over his head. 

Not now! Don't let me he wounded in the 
wench! What shall 4 be able to do in these few 
seconds? Reach the gun, and that’s all? 

Anil in despair at not being able te turn back. 
at having no right to turn back, ut the chilling 
thought that he was running straight towards the 
tanks, towards his own destruchon, Kuznetsov 
shouted in a voice of wild supplication, “Davla 
ryan! What are you doing? Man the gun!” At 
last he reached the end of the trench and. black 
in the face, sweating in his filthy greatcoat, he 
ran out into the emplacement and [cll forward 
on the gun platform, shouting: “Man the gun! 
Man the yun!” 

What he saw on the position, and what he 
felt at once. was terrible. Two deep, fresh shell- 
holes, huddled bodies between the yun trails, 
among the emply shell cascs, under ihe parapet; 
the crew lay in unnatural, cramped attitudes, 
their chalk-white faces (the stubble on their chins 
looked strungely false) thrust into the ground or 
into their splayed white fingers: legs drawn up 
to bellies, shoulders hunched as if they had wished 
thus to preserve the last chbing warmth of lite. 
Already the cold smell of death rose from these 
mangled bodies, from these white, yet black. faces. 
But apparently some of the crew were still alive. 
From the trench he could hear groans and 
whimpering, but there was no lime to look 
there 
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His cyes turned to the splinter-scarred whecl 
of the gun; beside it under the parapet two 
bodies were stirring. Slowly Kasymov's broad- 
checked face, bload-stained, eyes glazed, ruse from 
the ground; one hand was clutching the wheel, 
the black fingernails clawing at the tyre. Kasymov 
seemed to be trying to rise but could not drag 
his body up to the gun, and his fingers merely 
acrabbled helplessly over the scarred rubber. He 
arched his back and tricd again, shouting 
deliriously: 

“Go away, nurse, go away! We've got to 
shout.... Why you burying me? I'm still young! 
Go away. t’m still alive... . 1 won't die!” 

His powerlul body seemed to be broken at the 
waist and something red was oozing from hig 
bandaged side. [le was in a condition of shock 
that seemed, temporarily at any rate, to be keeping 
death at bay. 

“Zoya!” Kuaetsoy shouted. “Where’s Dav- 
latyan?” 

Zoya was crouching under the parapet beside 
Kasymov, tearing open his quilted jacket and 
trying to apply a clean bandage to his stomach, 
over the blood-sodden tunic, Ijcr face was pale 
and drawn. grimed with smoke, lips twisted, bair 
ali awry—a strange, agly, unfamiliar face with 
none of its former restless charm. 

At the sound of Kuznetsov’s shout she started 
as if from a blow and looked up in an appeal for 
help. Her flaccid lips stirred, but Kuznctsov heard 
nothing, 

“Go away, nurse! Go away! I won't die!” 
Kasymoy was stil] shouting in delirium. “Why 
are you burying me? We've gat ta shoot!” 

And because he had beard not her voice but 
only Kasymov's ravings, because neither she nor 
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Kasymoy could sec or know that the tunks had 
broken through and were now bearing down on 
their pusition, Kuznetsov again cxperienced a 
strange feeling of unreality. He felt us if he had 
only to make an effort, to shake his head, and 
he would cmerge from this delirious dream into a 
calm and peaceful morning with sun shining 
through the window on to papered walls, and 
sigh with relief at the realisation that all this 
had been only a dream. 

But it was no dreain. 

He conld hear almost overhead the deafening 
crackle of tank exhausts and the chatter of 
machine-guns raking the ground in tront of the 
guns. It was so deafening they must be within 
a few metres of the parapet. Bat only he was 
aware that these sounds signified imminent de- 
struction. 

“Goya! Zoya! Come here! Load the gun. }'l/ 
aim while you load! Please! Zoyul” 

The knobs of the gun-sight were greasy, its 
rubber eyepiece stuck to his eyebrow. and he 
could not get a grip on the handwheels. They 
were smeared with Kasymov’s blood, but Kuz- 
netsav thought of this only for an instant as the 
black wires of the sight crossed and moved up 
and down and then sideways, and in the brilliant 
clarity of the prism caught a revolving caterpillar 
track. se incredibly huge, with clots of snow flying 
off its slats, so near and visible, that it secmed 
about te descend on the gun-sight itself, blottine’ 
out the view through the evepiccc. Hot aweat 
poured into his eyes and everything began to 
quiver, as in # heat haze. 

“Zoya, load]” 

“J can’t. . . Just a minute.... 111 just pull him 
aside. . 
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“Load. | tell you! Get a shell! A shell!" 

Tle turned away trom the sight in despair. She 
dragged Kasymov's tense bedy away from the 
wheel of the gun, Jaid him right under the 
parapet, and only then, apparently unaware ot 
what was happening, looked up at Kuznetsovs 
distorted, impatient Lace. 

“Load, | tell you! Can't you hear? A shill, a 
shell!... From the crate! A shell!” 

“Yes, Lieutenant!” 

She stagycred over to the upen crate by the 
trails, hooked out a shell sith stubborn’ fin- 
gers, and when she had placed it clumsily in the 
hreech and Lhe breechblock had snapped shut. 
fell to ber knees by the trails, closing her 
coves. 

He did not see this. The huge whirling black- 
ness ot the tank track was ast ge in the 
eycpicce itself, the grinding roar of tank engines 
had clamped him ta the gun. the earth was 
tumbling and shaking. He thought it was his 
knees shaking, or perhaps his hand as it moved 
to press the trigger and drops of sweat trembled 
over his eyes. But in this fraction of a second 
they could see what she could not sce, because 
she had closed her cyes in expectation of the 
shot. It was as il she did not want to sce these 
tanks that were now within fifty metres of the 
FN. 

The crossed wives of the gun-sight could no 
longer fix on one spot because everything was 
just one huge mass of clanging metal that had 
blotted out the whole world. 

He pressed the trigger and did not hear the 
point-blank shots from the tank. 


tar 243 


Chapter Twelve 


He was |hrown back from the gun with tremen- 
dous force. Something metallic and hard srrock 
him in the chest and with dazed senses he for 
some reason suw himself under the dark branches 
of the spreading linden tree by their porch at 
hoe with the ram paticring down on it. Fle was 
trying to understand what it was that had struck 
him so painfully in the chest and what was 
scarching the hair on the back of his head in 
hot waves. He was trying unsuccessfully to vomit 
and this sensation conveyed dimly the idea that 
he must be still alive, unc then he felt his mouth 
full of something warm and salty, and saw the 
red spots on the grimy wrist that was pressed 
to his face. Was this blecd? Where from? Was 
he wounded? What had happened? 

“Lieutenant! What's the matter, dear? What 
is it?” 

He spat blood and lifted his head, still trying 
to understand what had happened to him. 

Why was it raining? Why was I standing 
under that tree? What tree? Where? In Moscow? 
In my childhood? Where did | think J was? 

We was lying chest downwards on the open 
shell crate between the trails, after being thrown 
back two metres from the gun shield by blast. 
The right-hand side of the shicld had been torn 
and buckled by splinters. A large section of the 
parapet had been shorn away and was now a 
jagged crater, and some twenty metres beyond, 
wrapped in steadily increasing Mames, stood the 
enormons, clanking metal thing that only seconds 
age had heen Iumbcring relentlessly towards the 
gun, blotting out the whole world. 

A second tank was stationary heside this 
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flaming mass, its lowered gun pointing in the 
direction of the bridge: tentacles of greasy black 
smoke were groping out of it. 

Shells were exploding in the first tank, shaking 
the turret, hut the tracks went on jerking and 
grindimg as if it were still alive. The repulsive 
sweetish smell of roasted tlesh. mingled with the 
stench ef kurnt oil, was spreading round it. 

Did TE knock out two tanks? Kuznetsov wen- 
dered dully, nauseated by the sickening smell and 
trying to reconstruct the sequence of cyents. 
When was I wounded? Wherc? Where's Zoya? 
She was just by me... 

“Zoya!” he called out, and again felt like 
vomiting. 

“Lieutenant! What is it, dear?” 

She was sitling under the parapet, tugging at 
the buttons on her coat with both hands. Her eyes 
were closed and apparently she was half-stunned. 
The neat white fur cap was gone. her hair hunz 
over her face and shenutdues and her teeth shower 
whitely as she snapped unconsciously at the 
dangling strands. 

“Zoya!” he repeated in a whisper. and tried 
vainly to lift the leaden weight of his body off 
the shell crate, off the stecl tips of the artnour- 
piercing shells that were pressing up into his 
chest. 

She shook the hair off her face and looked up 
at him, fighting hack pain. and whispered some- 
thing. Threugh the dull clamour in his head he 
could hear nothing of what she said, then he 
aaticed her eyes foeussed on Kasymov’s hand 
that was poking out from under the wheel of 
the gun, weakly seratchiny at the ground. 

We saw the dark heap of the motionless body 
with the head lodged against the parapet. 
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Kasymay was no longer groaning. He lay face 
down. His jacket had been ripped by splinters, 
his back was spattered with snow thrown op by 
the explosion, and the tees of his felt boots were 
turned inwards. Only his hand still lived. Kuz- 
netsov could sce those scrabbling fingers. 

Te swallowed the salty fluid that had filled his 
mouth and wanted to shout and tell Zoya what 
he had just understood. that the shell had burst 
on the parapet and stanned them both, and 
Kasymov was dying and would have to be carried 
into the recess behind the gun at once. He could 
not understand why this had to ke done at once, 
or why Zoya was hesitating, when there was 
not a second to lose, because there were only 
two of then left here. 

“Zoya!” he called again and, spitting out blood, 
recovered his breath, slithered off the shell crate 
and crawled to the parapet. He took her shoulders 
in both hands, hopefully and hejplessly. “Zoya! 
Are vou shell-shocked? Zoya, can you hear me? 
Are you wounded? Wounded? Zoya!” 

Her shoulders drooped anresistingly under his 
hands. Only her eyes and compressed lips resist- 
ed. Suddenly she wiped the blood off his chin 
with the back of her mitten, and he saw the 
blood on it. 

“T's nothing! ! hit mysclf when I fell on the 
crate!” he shouted into her face. “Zoya, sce what’s 
wrong with Kasymov! Can you hear? Be quick! 
I must man the gun. | think Kasymoy’s. 

tic struggled to his feet and staggered ‘daxcdly 
to the gun trails, rcady to grab a shell ot rush 
te the gun-sight, but then he saw Zova crawl 
alang the parapet to the wheel of the gun and 
heard her voice. 

“Lieutenant! Help me, dear!’ 
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Together they dragged Kasymov into the recess 
and Zoya kneeled over him, fecling his chest and 
the filthy dressings on his stomach. that were now 
swollen with brownish bload and slashed by shell 
splinters. 

At last she dropped her hands and straightened 
up, looking into Kasymov’s Face with realisation 
in her eyes. And Kuznetsoy, too, realised that 
the gum layer had heen killed by splinters that 
had struck him in the chest at the very moment 
when he was trying to pull himself up to the gun- 
sight, when the last shell had burst on the 
parapet. 

Kasymov's head was resting on a shell case 
and his youthful, beardless face, which so recently 
had been alive and brown. was now white and 
attcnuated by the strange, repulsive beauty of 
death, and the moist, cherry-coloured eyes were 
gazing half-open at his chest, at the tattered 
jacket, as though even after death he wanted to 
understand how and why he had been killed and 
why he could not reach the gun-sigbt. In the 
unsceing gaze of those half-closed cycs there was 
surprise, a detached curiosity about the life that 
he had thus failed to complete, and at the same 
time therc was the calm secret of death, into 
which the white-hot pain ef the shell-splinters 
had plunged him, piercing his chest just at the 
moment when he was so detcrmined to live and 
get back to his post al the gun-sight. 

“Our natare, she please you,” Kuznetsoy 
remembered his words and, as his nostrils caught 
the frigid odour of death, he suddenly experienced 
an inexplicable fecling of ne longer helonging to 
himself. Phe thought that he, too, might be 
killed, or wounded, and be unable to move and 
have to lie helpless, secing nothing, hearing 
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nothing, evoked in him hatred of any such pos- 
sibility. And the sight of the two burning tanks 
in front of the parapet, the criss-cross spurts of 
fire all over the steppe, the swirling imass of 
smoke with those yellowish scorpion-like shapes 
heaving out of it above the ravine, the blasts of 
overheated air that he felt on his face. the rumble 
of battle in his clogged ears—all this releayed in 
him an anger insubordinale to reason, a frenzied 
tust for destruction which in ifs impatience and 
desperation were quite unlike anything he had 
ever before experienced. 

Shoot! Shoot! 1 can shoot! At this smoke. these 
tanks, these crosses. At the whole steppe. As long 
as they don’t hit the gun, as long as nothing 
happens to the sight! He dragged himself up and 
staggered tawards the gun as if he were drunk. 
He examined the gun-sight, feeling it with his 
hands anticipating some damage, but the fact 
that it was intact, uutouched by splinters, made 
him hurry, and his fingers trembled with impa- 
tience. 

}ie shouted for a shell without hearing his own 
voice, and then loaded the gun himself and 
crouched so ayidly over the sight, and clutched 
the handwheels of the aiming mechanism so 
fiercely that he seemed to became onc with the 
barrel of the gun as it swong about in the chaos 
of smoke, obeying him, understanding him like 
a live thing. 

“Fire!” 

1 must be going mad. he thought, again expe- 
riencing this hatred of possible death, this 
oneness with the gun. this challenging frenzy, 
and realising what he was doing only with the 
fringe of his consciousness. 

Iinpztiently he scanned the ficld. catching in 
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the crossed wires of the sight black billows of 
smoke, answering spurts of fire. the yellow sides 
of tanks crawling in their iron herds to right and 
left in front of the ravine. Tlis trembling hands 
rammed shells into the smoking apcrlure of the 
brecch. his fingers pressed the trigger with ner- 
yous, groping haste, The eyepiece was wet with 
his sweat and recoiled against his forehead, 
preventing him from following the tracers of the 
armour-percing shells as they cut inte the smoke, 
the tornadoes of fire and the moving tanks, 
preventing him trem seeing when he had scored 
a hit, But by now he was quite beyond stopping 
to think of such things and he went on firing, 
assuring himself that at least one of his shells 
must find its target. At the yame¢ time he could 
have laughed with happiness at the sight of the 
erates full of unused shells, realising that they 
would last him a leng time. 

“Swine! Bastards! I hate you!” he shouted 
through the crash of gunfire. 

Once, as he leaned back from the sight he 
caught Zova’s impelling glance, her eyes wide 
with astonishment in her strangely upturned face. 
In the first instant he could scareely grasp why 
sho was there at all. 

“What are you doing here? Go to the dug-out! 
At once! I order you!” And suddenly he swore 
as he had never sworn in her presence. “Go away, 
I tell you!” 

“Tl help you, Tieulenant. [ye done some 
loading. I'l stay here with you, Lieutenant.” 

She had not quite heard his shout of abuse 
and merely stared at him as though she had never 
known hit, or ax if she could nof recognise the 
reserved, fown-bred lieutenant she had once 
known, and she stood elasping a shell to her chest 
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with both hands. Then she forced herself to 
laugh. 

“Don't swear, Licutenant! There’s no need to 
swear!” 

“Go to the dug-out) You shouldn't be here! 
Do you understand?* 

Again she looked at him in surprise. It was as 
if she were calming him. Her presence, her face, 
her voice seemed to deprive him of some of the 
anycr. the hatred he needed so badly and had se 
suddenly understood, the hatred he needed 
to be able to feel his own destructive power, a 
kind of power he had ncver felt before in his 
life. 

“Get to the dug-out! D’you hear?” he shouted. 
“I don’t want to see you killed!” 

And again the dense smoke, the blazing 
bonfires of machinery, the blunt noses of the tanks 
in Lhe gaps torn by cxplosions, poured kaleido- 
scopically into his feld of vision as he jammed 
his eye lo the gun-sight, But when he pressed 
the trigger and sent a shell into this blur of 
movement, this onrush of tanks, a vivid lightning 
flash gashed the sky and blazed in the cycpicee. 
and in the same instant he was hit by a wave of 
hot explosion gases. It flung him back from Lhe 
sight and lumps of carth rained down on his 
back. And even as he lay there, the jubilant 
thought struck him thal once again he had not 
been killed. Then another thouvht flashed throngh 
his mind. 

“Zoya! Into the trench! The trench!” 

He pulled himself up between the trails to see 
where she was, but another lightning flash blinded 
him. Something struck him in the chest. Zoya fell 
down beside him and clung fiercely to the lapels 
of his greatcoalt with both hands, breathing inte 
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his sweating face and holding him so tightly that 
he felt pain in his chest. He saw her half-clascd 
eyes, her eyelids black from the explosion, and 
felt her body pressed rigidly against his own, 
seeking protection. 

“Please, nol in Lhe stomach. not. in the breast. 
T don't mind if it’s sudden.... But not Lhat!" 

Tle scarcely heard what she was saying though 
her lips were almost touching his. He could 
scarcely cafch this dazed muttering, like the mut- 
teriny of a charm, amid fhe milling roar of battlc. 
At every shell-burst her hody clung more tightly 
to lis and, grilting his teeth, he put his arms round 
her in a last instinctive impulse to protect her 
from the equal fate that had brought them 
togcther and forgiven all, in a last impulse to 
help her, like a grown man protecting a child, and 
pressed her head against his sweating neck. 
Holding her tightly, he waited for the critical 
moment, Cceling her hair thrust into his face by 
the blast, choking in the furnes and, as he awaited 
the final moment, he was aware of her breasts, 
her round knees, her cold lips on fis neck, and 
he thought with horror of how Zoya’s body would 
suddenly go limp if a splinter struck her in the 
back. | must press her against the whecl of the 
gun, Tl protect her from the splinters if... 

He was about to drag her over to the wheel, 
but then a great roar seemed te come [rom 
eternal space, and a huge black cloud that clamped 
them to the gun rose ovcr the parapet and 
subsided somewhere bevond the gun emplacement. 
And even though the heated air and ground were 
sill shaking with the thunder of battle, a bricf 
poignant interval of stillness, like a breath of 
fresh air, came over the emplacement and relaxed 
their rigidly clinging bodies. 
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It was not really stillness; it was relief Zoya 
lifted her head and opened her black-rimmed 
cyes, which now astonished bim with their dark 
depths, then slowly Irecd herself from his arms 
and leaned back against the gun Lrail. 

With the same deliberate slowness, pulling her 
coat down over her knees, which were dark with 
frozen mud, she drew her dirt-stained fingers 
through the hair that had only just been thrown 
in his face by the explosions 

“Tis over,” he gasped hoarscly. 

“Lieutenant, Vientenant,” she whispered 
between panting breaths. “You must have thought 
some bad things about tme.... But listen.... If 
Im wounded in the chest or the stomach,” she 
pointed to the officer's belt buckled so tightly 
round her waist that Kuznetsov felt he could 
haye measured it with his two hands, “please, 
| beg you, if T can't do it myself... I've got a 
German pistol in my bag... Someone gave it 
to me.... Do you understand? If Pm wounded 
here.... Don’t try to bandage it....” 

And he, who only a woment ago had fearfully 
imagmed how a shell splinter might strike her 
in the back, and wound or kill her. said nothing. 
He could not quite understand why she should 
speak so frankly now of this unnatural, terrible 
thine that might have happened but had not 
happened. She was afraid of being wounded 
in the chest or the stomach, she was afraid of 
the weakness, the humiliation, the shame in the 
face of death, afraid of being looked at, of 
being touched, of men’s hands trying to ban- 
dage her 

“L see,” he whispered. “What are you asking 
me to do? You're wrong iJ you think [’m one of 
the burial squad. Who Lold you to be near the 
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guns? You shouldn't be here at all! The fighting 
isn’t over yet. Do you realise thai?” 

Tie was right. In that yery second the momen- 
tary silence was shattered as several shells burst 
blackly in front of the parapet. Ile crawled ta 
the sight and, as he put his eye to if, a gun-flash 
struck like a red-hot needle seemingly in the 
very centre of the crossed wires, and Zoya. her 
German pistol, her grave request, the feeling of 
her hair on his neck, were all banished from his 
mind, and the world again became utterly real. 
cruel, deadly. with no Kindness or hope of kind- 
ness, no questioning, no doubl. 

Tt must be a self-propelled :ount, he thought, 
gripping the handwheels. And not far away.... 

Now he believed only in the precision of the 
gin-sights us it groped in the smoke for tanks, 
and in the destructive hate, which he again felt 
as he crouched over the gun. 

Where is it? It was firing quite close. Perhaps 
from behind those burning tanks? But where is it? 

But as he turned the handwheels he felt a 
dull resistance, a lack of co-ordination between 
the sight and the barrel of the gun. He looked 
up from the eyepicce. The barrel was sliding 
massively backwards and a brewn liquid from 
the recoil mechanism was spurling on to the 
buckled shield and overheated barrel of the 
gun. 

“The swine! It must have heen a self-propelled 
mount under cover somewhere! What heltish 
luck!” Kuznetsov shouted, not knowing what to 
do, ready to weep with frustration. He struck the 
breech-block with his fist; the counler-recoil 
cylinder must have been pierced by a splinter. 

Meanwhile Lhe two tanks in front of the gun 
were still burning, linked by Lhe flames licking 
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at their turrets; and to the right. on the very 
edge of the ravine. a third tank was belching 
smoke. Triangular gun-tlashes were coming out 
of this greasy cloud, hiring to the Iclt along the 
hattery’s front, in the direction of Chubarikav’s 
and Ukhanov’s guns. Under cover of the smoke 
the self-propelled tavunt was Lowmbarding them 
from the side. at a range of only two hundred 
metres and with a good view of the target. 

About a kilometre and a half to the left, near 
the crossing, tanks were climbing out of the ravine 
aod lurching on through the smoke. past burning 
vehicles, and now the batterig¢s near the bridge, 
the two remaining guns of his platoon, and the 
anti-tank rifles in the infantry trenches were all 
firing at them at once, The tracers of armour- 
piercing shells, the high bursts of heavy howitzers, 
the phosphorescent arrows of the solid anti-tank 
shells, the fiery streams from the rockei-mortars 
on the far bank all joined and mingled at the 
bridgehead. 

And meanwhile the self-propelled mount, under 
cover of the burning tank. chose ils target and 
calmly fired again and again on the Slank. and 
Kuznetsov could actually see it firing. 

“Lieutenant!” he heard Zeya’s shout. “Why 
don't you do something? Gant you sce?” 

But now there was nothing he could do. 

The self-propelled taount opened rapid fire on 
Chabaikov’s gun. ‘Lhe gun stopped firmg and 
disappeared in a billowing crimson murk. And 
from the left a tank came racing towards this 
murk, trying to throw of! by sheer spced the 
tongues of tlame licking al its side. Evidently it 
had been set on fire by one of Chubarikey’s 
armout-piercing shells just before the sell-pro- 
petled mount had spotted and pulverised his posi- 
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hon. And now no one there, surrounded by a 
fence of explosions, could sce this tank, which at 
cyer increasing speed, and now wrapped in 
jlames, smashed its way into the position and 
swung (his way and thal, as if to roll something 
Nat with its tremendous weight. ‘Then the ait 
was shaken by an explosion. A black mushroom 
of smoke and lame burst out of the imrret and 
the tank came to a standstill with one track cocked 
on the mangled gun. ‘Tracers slid one after another 
into the great bonlire as Ukhanoy’s gun at the 
far end of the platoon pummeled the stationary 
tank. 

Kuznetsov was stunned and shaken by this 
frenzied ramming action by the burning tank 
and his only clear realisation was that the Ger- 
mans were making a do-or-die attack on the 
left flank in an attempt to break through ta the 
bridge at all costs, and that Chubarikoy and his 
crew must have been crushed toe a man—no one 
had run back from the position—and that on his 
left there was now only onc remaining’ gun of the 
battcry—-Ukhanoy’s, 

“Zoya! I order you to go to the dug-out! Go 
away from here! [I’m going to join Ukhanov!” 
he gasped and even as he spoke he saw Zoya 
bite her swollen lips, then pull her first-aid bag 
back on te her hip and, cdging away, suddenly 
dart towards the untinished commanication trench 
linking the guns 

“f must go to Chubarikoy! Perhaps someone 
is alive there! I can’t believe they're all....” 
And shaking the hair back off her face, she 
plunged away down the trench ay if she had not 
heard his order. 

Gritting his teeth in desperation, he ran baek 
trom the firmg platiorm and stared al the burning 
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tanks on the edge of the ravine. Kehind them was 
the self-propelled mount, agamst which he was 
now helpless. 


Chapter Thirteen 


“Stop! Where ave you going? Come back. 
Kuznetsov!” 

Drozdovsky was running along the bluti 
towards the gun, his felt boots kicking up snow 
from the dritts, his white tuce gashed by the 
shouting mouth. 

“Back!” 

IIe was followed by drivers Rubin and Ser- 
gunenkoy, jumping over the shell holes; they 
were both looking round nervously at the tanks 
burning in front of the battery, and at the fircs 
in the village. and Sergumenkoy crouched low 
whenever a shell burst close by along the hank, 

“Where are you going, Kuznetsuv? Get back? 
Deserting your gun?’ Drozdovsky shouted. 
fiercely. “Why have you ceased fire? What's 
this—a retreat? Get back!” 

Drozdovsky ran up waving his pistol over his 
head. There was a mad gleam in his eyes, his 
nostrils were dilated, and a fierce blue pallor 
showed up the stubble that had sprouted on his 
chin in the past twenly-four hours. 

“Back to that gun!” he commanded, and his 
leit hand fastened like a vice on Kuznetsov's 
shoulder. “No retreating! Why did you desert 
your gun? Where are you off to?" 

“Are you blind?” Kuznetsey wrenched his 
shoulder frce and glanced at the pistol trembling 
hefore his slomach in Drozdovsky's right hand. 
“Put your pistol away! Are you crazy? Look over 
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there!” He pomted towards Chubarikov’s gun, 
where the tank that had breken through was atid] 
blazing fiercely, sending up fountains of sparks. 
“Don't you sce that?” : 

A burst of automatic fire raked the snowdrifts. 
The crew of the concealed sclt-propelled mount 
must have noticed the figures on the bluff and 
were using their light machine-gun. 

“Down! Kuznetsov said warningly, but himself 
remained standing and with vengeful satisfaction 
saw Drozdoysky duck and driver Rubin turn his 
rough face in the direction of the machine-gun 
and squat heavily on his short, strong Icgs; 
Sergunenkoy, thin and long-uceked, lung himself 
down behind a snowdrift and crawled towards the 
gun position and the shelter of the parapet, raking 
the snow with his carbine. 

“What ate you crawling for, like a puppy?” 
Diozdovsky swore and, straightcning up, kicked 
at Sergunenkoys boot. “Get up! Man the gun, all 
of you! And fire! Where’s Zoya? Where's the 
medical instructor?” 

He took a step towards the gun, then again 
chitched Kuznetsov’s shoulder, peering suspi- 
ciously into his face with almost white, translucent 
eyey. 

“Where have you sent her? She was here a 
moment ayo!” 

“She ran olf somewhere,” Rubin said buskily. 
“The devils got her.” 

“Man the gun, Kuznetsov! Fire!” 

They ran on to the firing platform and dropped 
to their knecs beside the gun with its buckled 
shicld and ugly yawning breech, and Kuznetsov 
burst out with sti] uncooled resentment, “Now 
de you see? Look at the counter-recoil cylinder! 
And there's a self-propelled mount firing trom 
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behind those tanks! Can vou understand that? 
And Zoya has gone to Chubartkov’s gun. Maybe 
someuane s stil] alive there.” 

Drozdovsky hurriedly thrust his pistol back 
into its holster—his long eyelashes were fluttering 
with execitement—and asked loudly, “Who was 
it that fired at the tanks? Where's Kasymov?™ 

“Dead. in the recess. Along with three of his 
cre. 

“Was it you then? Did you stop them?” 

“Porhaps. What of it?” 

Kusnctsoy felt as if he were watching Droz- 
dovsky through a cold thick glass that was quite 
impenctrable. 

“If it wasn’t for that mount.... It’s hiding in 
the sruoke behind those tanks and shooting ut 
Ukhanov’s flank. We'd better go and tell him. 
He can’t see it properly. There’s nothing we can 
do here.” 

“Wait! Don’t panic!” 

Drozdovsky raised himself on his elbow and 
glateed aver the ghell-torn parapet, and imme- 
diately a fresh burst of automatic fire slashed the 
position, the whine of bullets drowning the roar 
of battle for an instant. 

The blue sparks of explosive bullets glittered 
among the snowdrifts behind the cmplacement. 
Drozduyske squatted down agam under the 
patapet and scanned the batllefield hurriedly with 
narrowed eves. His face was drawn and tense. 

“Where are the grenades?” he asked sharply. 
“The anti-tank grenades? Three anti-tank gre- 
nades were issued to cach gun. Where are they, 
Kuznetsov?” 

“What usc are grenades now? ‘That mount is 
a hundred and [ifty metres away! How cam you 
reach it? And they've got a machine-gun too.” 
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“Do you expect us just to wait here? Bring 
hose grenades! And quick about it! There are 
machine-guns everywhere in wartime, Kuznetsov!” 

Desperation uppeared on Drozdavsky’s white, 
distorted face, and his voice suddenly ruse to a 
fresh pitch of excitement. 
rgunenkoy, bring the grenades over here.” 

““Vhey’re in the recess, Comrade Lieutenant.” 

“Bring ther here!” 

Serguncnkoy crawled to the trench, took two 
dirt-bespattercd anti-tank grenades out of the 
recess, brushed them and polished them with the 
hem of his greatcoat and placed them before 
Drovdovaky. The lieutenant raised hitnsel! agai, 
peering over the parapet. 

“Right, Scrgunenkov! “~ is your task! A row 
of medals on your chest or.... Understand, Ser- 
gunenkov ?” 

The young driver looked at Drozdovsky with a 
shocked, unblinking stare, then asked incredulous- 
ly, “But... Lieutenant, its behind the tanks. 
How can I yet there?” 

“Crawl! Crawl all the way! And get these two 
grenades right under its tracks. That'll fix the 
bastard!” 

Drozdovsky’s tone left no room for argument. 
With tembling hands he suddenly lifted the two 
grenades and held them out to Sergunenkuy, who 
accepted them mechanically and, when they 
touched his palms. alinast dropped them. as if 
they had been two hot iruns. 

He had probably never shaved in his life. The 
golden down on his cheeks and upper lip looked 
dark and prickly becanse of his chalky pallur, and 
Kuznetsov now became acutely aware of the 
uncarthly blue of his cyes, his boyishly gentle 
chin, the thin and also gentle neck proiruding 
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from the ample collar of his greatcoat. Then he 
heared his whisper. 

‘That it’s behind the lanks, Comrade Lieuten 
ant.... Way behind. ...” 

“Tale those grenades! Don't waste time!” 

“Yes, Lieutenant, I] understand.” 

Gropmwngly Sergunenkny pushed the grenades 
down the front of his greatcoat and the limpid 
blue of his eyes rested momentarily on Drozdov- 
sky’s changed, resolute face, on Kuznetsoy's face, 
on the apparently indifferent back of Rubin, 
hunched between the gun trails, snuffing sterto- 
rously, his eyes fixed on the parapet in deliberate 
isolation. 

“Look here, Battery Commander!’ Kuznctsov 
burst out. “Can’t you see! IIe have to crawl a 
hundred metres over open ground! Can't you 
unrerstand that?” 

“Why not?” Drozdovsky replied in the same 
piercing votce, and thumped hts knee with his fist. 
“Are we to sit here doing nothing! While they 
smash us to bits?” He turned masterfully towards 
Sermmmenkov. “Is everything quite clear? You 
make your way crawling and in short dashes to the 
aclf-propefled mount! Forward!” Droxdoyaky 
barked the order, like a shot [rom a gun. 

What was happening now, what Sereunenkov 
would have to do now at the word “forward”, 
which by the iron laws of battle no one—neither 
Sergunenkoy nor Kuznetsov—had the right to dis- 
regard or contradict, seemed to Kuznetsov not 
only inescapable but also monstrous, absurd, an 
utterly hopeless step, and for some reason he 
found himself thinking that if only the gun were 
still intact and they had just one shell, all this 
would never have happened. 

“Sergunenkuy. mind you keep well down, crawl 
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all the way. There are a lot of bushes in that hol- 
low. Keep over to the right, where the smoke is. Be 
careful! Dan’t raise your head!” 

Kuznetsov crawled over to Sergunenkov, 
gripped tis elbow and looked inte these pupils, 
drowning in the sky-blue depths and oblivious to 
everything. Sergunenkoy nodded and gave a weak 
smile of assent, and lor no apparent reason 
smacked his mittens against the grenades bulging 
under his greatenat, as though they were burning 
his chest and he wanted to cool them down. 

“Comrade Lieutenant. please,’ he whispered 
with only his lips, “if anything happens to me, tell 
my mother | wax posted missing.... She hasn't 
got anyone else...” 

“Put that right out af your head!” Kuzuctsey 
shouted. “Do vou hear me, Sergunenkoye Crawl 
all the way! Keep right down in the snow!” 

"Gel going, Sergunenkow!” Drozdoysky pointed 
over the parapet. “Don’t wait! Forward!” 

“Yes, Comrade Battery Commander, I'm ready. 
I'm just... .” 

Sergunenkey licked his dry lips, gulped in air. 
once more felt the yrenades under his greatcoat 
and crawled out over the parapct, his boots knock- 
ing charred soil on to the fring platform. He lay 
flat for a moment on the parapet. then looked 
round over his shoulder as though he had forgat- 
ten something, and his unworldly blue eyes sought 
out Rubin's gloomily set face. 

“If you treat those horses badly, Rubin,” be said 
suddenly, very simply and calmly, “ll! eame and 
get you evcn in the next world. So long for now.” 

Kuznetsoy leaned forward against the parapet. 
Sergunenkay crawled about fve metres in the 
direction of the bushes, across the black constella- 
tion of shell craters before the gun. tunnelling into 
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the anow and earth churned up by the explosions. 
His thin young body weaved among the bare 
splintcr-slashed bushcs and Kuznctsoy felt every 
fibre in his body waiting for the pre-cmptive glit~ 
ter of machine-gun bullets from behind the tanks. 
The self-propelled mount was firing in the direc- 
tion of the bridge and Ukhanov's gun, where a 
erimson fire threatened to engulf the attacking 
tanks, and the machine-gunner on the mount had 
tol yet noticed Sereunenkoy. The boy crawled on 
and on, between shell-holes and bushes, dived 
behind snowdrifts and reappeared, working 
through the snow with his clhows and head, and 
alrcady the distance was noticeably less bebwcen 
him and the two burning tanks. beyend which 
stood the sclf-propelled mount. 

If only he can get into that smoke, Kuznetsov 
thought with a glimmer of hope. his heart thump 
ing against |he parapet as he strained forward. 
trving to yauge the remaining distance. If only he 
can get into that smoke 

“Why is he so slow? Ie ought to make a dash!” 
Drozdovsky jerked out, snatching hard bits of 
carth from the parapet with his gloved hand in 
expectation of that final rush, 

“Male a dash! His heart must be fluttering like 
a sparrow's,” Rubin grownd aut gloomily, and his 
words melted into the hot mist over the emplace- 
ment. 

“Keep quiet, Rubta! D'yoit hear?” 

And almost with hatred Kuznetsov glimpsed 
Drogdovsky's long evelashes fluttering with sus- 
pense beside him and the heavy profile of Rubin, 
who was lying flat over the parapet so that his 
thick, brownish neck had almost disappeared inta 
his collar; he recalled Rubin's attempt fo shoot 
(he horse that had broken its lee an the march 
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and, just as he did so, saw Rubin spit bitterly an 
the purapet and turn his small, gimlct eves sem- 
brely on Drozdovsky. 

“You ought to have given me the order, Com- 
rade Lieutenant. | don’t care any more. Life don’t 
mean much to me. I've got nobody Jeft ta remem- 
ber. No one will shed any tears oycr me!” 

And again his words seemed to melt into the 
hot mist. 

Kuznetsoy heard no more as he watched the 
ground in frent of the burning tanks and the self- 
propelled mount behind them. The grey wriggling 
shape crawled more and more slowly, cautiously, 
then froze to the carth about ten metres from the 
tanks. It wag not very clear what Sergunenkov was 
doing there; then he scemed to raisc himself on 
his elbow, looking up at the self-propetled mount, 
and one shoulder moved as though he was hur- 
riedly tugging a grenade from under him. But this 
was probably more imagination than fact and 
Kuznetsov missed the moment when he actually 
pulled out the pin and threw his first grenade, 

In the gencral roar of battle the grenade ex- 
ploded with the faint. crushed sound of a cracked 
walnut. A dirty orange puff of smoke rose from 
the ground and mingled with the belching smoke 
from the tanks: the self-propelled mount went on 
fring at the bridge. 

“Misscd!” Rubin breathed, and again spat on 
the parapet and rubbed his lips with his fist; his 
red lids were drawn together in a narrow crack. 

“What's he duing? Why docsn't he get on with 
it?” Drozdowsky’s fingers crambled more bits of 
earth, seekinp supporl on the parapet. “Gu on, 
man! Get near and throw the other one!” 

The gun on the mount stopped firing. Its broad 
square shape moved out a Iittle from behind the 
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hurning tanks and turned heavily im the greasy 
smoke. ‘Ihe small grey worm at once wriggled 
another few metres forward between the hlack 
hollows of the shell craters, crouched tensely on 
the anow, bracing itsclf, then a wretchedly small 
grey figure jumped up with one arm raised and 
charged straight towards the massive lumbering 
shape stirring in Lhe smoke behind the tanks. 

Tn the same instant brief {lashes came fo meet 
the running fgure and stopped it even as it ran 
with hand upraised. The figure stumbled, flung 
back its head as though it had taken those red-hot 
darts right in the chest, then fell and slumped into 
the snow. 

‘The grenade burst with a puff of smoke near the 
motionless grey heap beside the tanks. (he smoke 
drifted away and again the machine-gun went 
info action from above, punching Sergunenkov, 
who was probably dead already, with long bursts 
of explosive ballets that jerked his body about on 
the ground until his grealenal began to smoke. 

“Ah, poor kid, he’s done for! That was asking for 
it, that was! They've killed him, haven't they?” 

Kuznetsov swallowed hard but could not say a 
word. IJis fingers struggled with the hook on his 
preatcoat collar, to free him from ifs hot confine- 
ment. Who had said he was killed? Rubin? Kuz- 
netsoy did not quite know what he would do. Tle 
still could not belteve, though he had actually 
scen, this monstrously exposed. palpable death of 
Serpiunenkey under the mount. Panting for breath, 
he elanced at Drozdovsky. at his paintully twisted 
mouth as it forced out, “Tle lost his nerve! Why 
did he gel up like that?” Feverishty, in a dry, 
estranged yoice, surprising himself by what he 
was saying. Kuznetsov burst out, “Lost his nerve. 
gh? Does that mean you wouldn't, Battery Com- 
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mandes? There's one more zrenade in that recess, 
do yon hear? The last. In your place I would take 
that grenade and go cut after that mount. Sergu- 
nenkey couldn’t do it, but you can. De you hear?” 

He sent Sergunenkoy just because he had the 
right ta give orders. | saw it happen and all my 
life T shall curse myself [or it. he thought flashed 
hazily through his mind. He still did not fully 
realise whal he was saying, did not know to what 
extent his actions were reasonable 

“What? What did you say?" Drozdnysky 
grasped the gun-shicld with one hand and the 
edge of the parapet with the other and pulled 
himself up. Mis face was white and conlused. his 
fine nostrils distended, “Do you think IT wanted 
him to get killed?” His voice rose to a scream, 
and there were tears underneath, “Why did he 
expose himself like that? You saw him yourself? 
Why did he?” 

As he met Drozdoysky’s stunned, rigid yaze. 
Kuznetsov seemed Lo go deaf and could not hear 
the shots from the batteries, the low rumble of 
the tanks attacking on the left or the shell bursts 
on the bank. JJis mind registered only Sergunen- 
kov’s smaking greatcoat, his body being kicked 
about in the snow by the machine-gun bursts. 
What had happened to Sergunenkoy was quite 
unlike Kasymoy's death or even the destruction of 
Chubarikov’s crew, crushed out of existence at 
their gun. He had never imagined he would sce 
such a death as Sergunenkov's, so naked, so paint 
lessly simple. 

“Y can't bear the sight of you, Drezdovsky!” 

As if in a swirling fog, Kuznetsov stepped 
towards the communication trench and set off to 
where Ukhanov’s gun, the extreme left-hand gun 
in the battery, ouht to be standing. He was trem- 
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bling al] over and lurched against the parapets 
as he walked. Then he broke into a run and, as he 
ran, he felt himsclf driven on by a sense of abne- 
gation, which was both hope and un awareness of 
the necessity of what he might still be able tu do 
now. 

He could not have defined what exactly had 
happened to him. But when he again experienced 
the same uncontrollable fighting anger he had felt 
when firing at the tanks, he seemed to lose all 
sense of the unique value of his awn life. It just 
didn't belong te him any mote and he could not 
have weighed its significance in his imagination 
even in complete seerecy from cveryone. He had 
lost all appreciation of danger, his instinctive fear 
of tanks, of bein killed or wounded, of this whale 
shooting, killing world. It was as though fate had 
granted him eternal life, as though everything 
depended on his actions, on his resolute disregard 
- caution, an the strange resilient lightness of his 
bady., 

When he ran out of the half buried communi- 
cation trench and jumped on to Ukhanov’s liring 
platform, the gun was engaged in rapid fire. 
Empty shell cases were flying from the breech as 
it recoiled. men were darting about round the 
trails and, unable to recognise Ukhanoy or any of 
the crew in the smoke, Kuznetsov fell forward on 
the parapet, gasping for breath. 

“Ukhanov! Arc you all alive?” 

Emply cases spun out of the breech with a 
clang and hiss of steam. 

“Lieutenant! Shells! We've only got five ar- 
mour-piercers left! Where arc the shells? Shells, 
Lieutenant!” 

It was Ukhanov shouting hut. though he heard 
his voice, Kuznetsov could scarcely recognise him. 
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Wearing only a quilted jacket. Ukhanov was 
lying on the parapet, staring at him; his narrowed 
eyes were blazing in his black, sweating face, his 
jacket was open at the chest and the tunic undey- 
neath hid also been torn open. exposing his chest: 
a vem on his grimy neck was swollen like a rope 
from shouting; his brows and eyelids were fluffed 
with soot. 

“Shells, Licutenant! Shells, blast their ruddy 
hides! Whe tanks are outflanking us! Shells!” 

He did not ask Kuznetsov about the other guns 
or whether anyone was alive there; cyidently he 
had cuessed what had happened to the battery. 
Only a few minutes ago, while he had been firing 
at the tanks that had broken through to those guns, 
he had seen everything himself, and now he 
shouted only for the shells without which he and 
everyone with him were helpless. 

“Listen. Ukhanov! Send the whole crew for 
shells! Vo the other guns. . plenty there. Get them 
all. The whole lot! Glad you're still alive, Ukha- 
nov! 

“The bullet for me has yet to be made!” Ukha- 
nov raised himself on the parapet and gave Kuz- 
netsov another piercing glance. The vein on his 
neck, striped with sweat, bulged even thicker. “So 
they've had it? We've the only ones Jeft, J.ienten- 
ant?” 

“Fetch those shells, I said! Send every man 
alive for shells!” 


Chapter Fourteen 


By the end of the day it became quite clear 
from the unllagging drive and pressure of the 
fighting and fram the reports coming in from the 
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corps and divisions that the Germans’ main tank 
thrust was aimed at the junction between Bessu- 
nov's army and his neighbour on the mght. who 
was beginning to yield to the onslaught. This 
meant that by the end of the day the situation in 
the right-fMank division of Bessonov’s army under 
Colonel Deyey was very grave. At noon, after 
unceasing attacks the Germans had captured the 
southern part of the village, and here their tanks 
had set about forcing the River Myshkova at two 
points with the aim of securing the northern bank 
and driving two wedges deep into the defence, so 
that the Soviet troops defending this line could be 
split up and surrounded. 

Ressonoy was sitting at the telephone in the 
uverheated shelter of the army observation post, 
examining the map spread out on the table and 
listening to General Yatsenko’s latest report. when 
Military Council Member Vesnia, ohviously ex- 
tremely worried, strode in on his long legs, his 
face a blotchy red, his eyes invisible behind glasses 
that reflected the light of the crimson sunset from 
the window of the shelter. Vesnin quickly removed 
his gloves, bit his lip thoughtfully and went over 
to the iron stove. 

Strange how boyish he looks, Bessonov reflected 
and, half guessing what the Military Council 
Member was about to say, interruptcd his phone 
conversation with Yatsenko, 

“What have you to tell me, Vitali Tsayevich?” 

“Tanks have broken through to the northern 
bank, Pyotr Alexandrovich!) They have taken 
several streets in the northern half of the village. 
We saw them quite clearly from Deyev's observa- 
tion post. The fighting has started on this side.” 
Vesnin said, standing by the stove. “About ten 
kilometres south-west from here. Deyev decided 
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to counter-attack and brought in’ Khokllov's 
separate tink regiment. But so Far there have been 
no positive results.” 

“Aa soon as the tank and mechanised corps 
arrive in the concentration area [ shall expect to 
hear from you,” Bessonev said into the phone and 
rang off, but kept his hand on the receiver. “The 
GHQ representative is worried about the position 
of our army. We've been given a mechanieed 
corps in addition to the tank corps. From the GHQ 
reserve,” he added. 

“He has good reason to be worried.’ Vesnin 
said. “Our position is extremely.... They're 
bringing terrific pressure to bear.” 

Vesnin rubbed his hands, jerked his rather 
stooping shoulders and knocked one foot ugainst 
the other, as if he was only now beginning to thaw 
out alter the freezing wind at Deyev's O.P., where 
he had spent the last two hours. 

“So they've broken through fo the notthern 
bank?" Bessonoy said. “I see.” 

From the other half of the shelter came the 
usual hubbub of operators’ yoices and a constiunt 
buzzing ef telephones, but Bessonoy's small room 
was suddenly very quict. The heavily moustached 
semor sergeant of signals cautiously turned the 
handle of the telephone, indicating that the army 
commander's conversation with his H.Q. was over. 
The wireless operator who had been trying to 
contact the right-flank corps, immediately lowered 
his yoice to a whisper: Major Bozhichko, who had 
been casually wiping a pistol magazine with a 
rag as he sat on the couch in the corner. glanced 
comprebendingly at VYesnin, then at Bessonov, 
shot the polished magazine into the butt of his 
pistol and quickly replaced the pistol in its holster, 
fastenmg the buckle energetically as if ta show 


the general (hat he was ready for amy action that 
might be required of him. Bul Bessonov merely sat 
at the table, his small hand resting on the map, 
one finger tapping if lightly. 

“That's quite clear,’ he said ut last, keeping 
his weary eyes on Vesnin’s flushed face. Then he 
asked, “Were you suggesting that Devev docs not 
place much hope in Khekhlov’s counter-attuck? 1 
assume you discussed it with him?” 

“That among other things,’ Vesnin replied 
with a slight smile at the general's shrewdness, 
He blew into his palms, then worked his fingers 
before his pouting lips, Whether his cheerfulness 
was assumed or genuine, it was quite plain that 
Deycy had been more frank with Vesnin than 
with Bessonoy. Wvidently he had hesitated to cx- 
press his misgivings to the new commander ol the 
army and had conlided them only to Vesnin. 

“While you were at Deyev'’s O.P.,” Bessonoy 
said in his grating voice, “we were informed by 
Front IJ. that the German air force has stepped 
up activity over Paulus’s surrounded army and is 
dropping ammunition supplies. It looks as if they 
arc actively preparing for a breakout to link up 
with Manstein. What do you think?” 

“Lhat will probably depend on how thmgs go 
for the Germans here.” Vesnin replied. “It’s only 
forty kilometres [rom our front line to Stalingrad. 
‘hey can take that in their stride if they break 
through,” 

“Vheir mobile units can," Bessonoy corrected 
him. “If they can pass through the gap.” 

“May 1 come in, Comrade Commander?” 

The army cape screening off the other half of 
the shelter was drawn back and Major Gladilin. 
the amny’s deputy chief of operations, a serious 
person of ubout forty, entered the room. The 
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briclt light of dhe battery bulbs in the other sec- 
lion scemed to propel him forward. [is high, pale 
forchcad was beaded with sweat. Ile would have 
liked to say simply, “Comrade Commander. the 
cnemy's tanks are in the villagel’’ But he spoke 
with the deliberate restraint of an experienced 
staff officer, well aware of what he was reporting, 
and to whom. 

“Comrade Cammander, from verbal reports 
just received from the 72nd and 336th regiments 
we have learned that half an bour ago Ger- 
man tanks forced the river and drove a wedge 
into... .” 

“T mow. Major,” Bessonov interrupted. He was 
somewhat irritated both hy this belated report 
trom the operations department and by the 
major's colourless voice, his assumed, litcless com- 
posure with its implication that enc could not be 
anything clse but unnatural in the presence of the 
army commander. Bessonoy was always irritated 
when he was made awure of this form of self- 
protection employed by discreet, well-trained staff 
ofticers, when he was made to feel the isolation 
imposed by his authority and special powers of 
subordination. Drumming on the map with his 
fingers, he turned away to the small window. The 
whole south-west was enveloped in a solid xing 
of fires. and already he could feel the table under 
his hand vibrating with the tremors of approach - 
ing battle; his carefully sharpened pencil was 
jumping about on the map. 

So they've got through to the northern bank. 
he thought, and covered the pencil with his 
palm. 

Having warmed his hands, Vesnin thrust them 
into the pockets of his half-length cat, hunched 
his narrow shoulders and, swaymy slightly to and 
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fio, Tooked thoughtfully at the deputy chief of 
operations and at Bessonoy, as though recalling 
something. Major Gladilin, interrupted in the 
middle of his sentenee, was standing quietly and 
expectantly at the table, and Bessonov suddenly 
withdrew his glance from the window. 

“Go on, Major. lt seems quite clear that tanks 
have broken through to the northern bank. What 
else have you to say? I have not heard but should 
like to hear the main thing. Major.” 

“An hour ago Khokilov’s separate tank regi- 
ment went into action, Comrade Commander. 
They are counter-attacking in the right-bank 
sector of the village but the enemy has not been 
checked. They are gnawing into our defence,” 
Major Gladilin answered, and the beads of sweat 
betamne mare noticeable on his high, pale fore- 
read. 

“Gnawing! What a colourful phrase!’ Bessonoy 
exclaimed, unable to control the irritation in his 
voice. “LT want to know how many enemy Lanks 
have broken through. A company, a battalion? 
Two tanks? How many?” 

“There is a supposition, Comrade Commander,” 
Gladilin replied, ‘that in the afternoon the Ger- 
mans cymmilted a fresh tank division. | believe 
about two battalions have broken through, judg- 
ing by...” 

“Verity your suppositions at once!’ Bessonov 
interrupted again, and jerked the pencil across 
the map, although Gladilim’s reference to a fresh 
Genman tank division accorded with his own sup- 
position. “And kindly, in future do not be in a 
hurry to report without haying checked all your 
facts. We give way foo often to immediate im- 
pulses. You may go, Major.” 

The major almost tipteed out of the ronm; even 
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the greyish whitc back of his head cxpressed un- 
questioning obedience. He drow the cape over the 
entrance and straightened the edge tidily, glanc- 
ing at Bessonoy as he did so with the drooping 
cyes of a man overawed by his presence. And 
Bessonoy retlected that Deputy Chief of Opera- 
tions Glaudilin, by no means a young major, had 
stayed tov long with a rank that did not corre- 
spond to his responsible staff position, that he pos- 
sessed both intelligence and intuition, but that his 
timidity and soft-spokenness evoked dissatisfaction 
rather than anything clse. 

After a pause Bessonov groped tor the stick 
propped against the edge of the table and rose. 
Bozhichko, who had apparently heen engaged in 
examining hiy fingcrnails, immedtately jumped to 
his feet and tugk the gencrals sheepskin off its 
nail by the door. Vesnin pulled on his gloves and 
said lightly amid the general silence, “I've been 
at the ready for some time.” 

He looked at Bessonov, who with a dissatislied 
grunt thrust his arms into the coat the adjulant 
was holding for him. 

The earthen floor at the shelter began to shake. 
The red pencil on the map jumped and slithered 
about the heaving table. 

“To Deyev's O.P.,” Bessonoy gave a slight nod 
in Vesnin's direction. “Will you come in my car, 
Vitali Isayevich?” 

“Yes, anc car will be nore convenient,’ Vesnin 
replied. 

“May 1 tell Major Titkov, Comrade Command- 
er?’ Bozhichko asked, picking up a submachine- 
gun from the bench. 

“No need for the escort. I.ct them stay bebind. 
‘They won't be needed there.” 

BHessonoy went to the door of the shelter. 
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They covered the ten kilometres to Deyev's 
OP. at speed. 

While getting out of the car, crossing the street 
and climbing the communication trench that led 
up the hill to where Deyev’s observation post was 
situated, Bessonoy was unable to see exactly how 
the lighting was going on the sonthern bank. but 
cyen what he could observe in the village on this 
side brought home to him the [ull seriousness af 
the situation. The frosty sunset was blazing fiercely 
through a crack on the western horizon and in 
this penetrating light the north-bank section of 
the village stend wrapped in flames and smoke. 
In some strecis there were fires that had been 
started by incendiary bullets. The snow was a 
poisonous crimson and crimson shellbursts Ire- 
quently rose between the houses; invisible tanks 
could be heard roaring below and anti-tank guns 
were cracking all along the cdge of the village. 

On the right. near the edge of the bank, Jour 
Sovict T-34 tanks that had just becn set on fire 
were wreathed in pink smoke, but al first Bessonov 
could not make out where the Gorman tanks were 
attacking [rom. Then he saw that too. Spitting 
fire, they were crawhng up over the edge of the 
bank, swinging round the blazing “thirty fours” 
into the glare of the sunset, then disappearing 
among the houses of the village. 

“Look, Comrade General!” Bozhichko, who had 
gone ahead, called back excitedly. stirred by the 
proximity of battle, the visible danger. “See the 
rocket mortars, Comrade Geneval? Beyond the 
houses. ..." And he pointed down a street to the 
right of the hill that curved away along the 
northern bank 

Bessunov said nothing, and it was Vesnin who 


asked, “What have you seen there, Bozhichko?" 


By this time they were half way up the hill and 
could see the whole village. the rapid-firing guns 
of the anti-tank batteries at the crossroads, the 
lines of trenches sparkling with shots. more Sovict 
7-31 tanks conecaled behind houses, from whose 
windows machme-gunners were raking the bank, 
and the square where a batlery of “Kutyusha”™ 
rocket mortats bad been brought into action. Even 
as they watehed. the Lwo end lorries of the battery 
drove out te a crossroads behind the infantry 
and with a shricking roar loosed clouds of orange 
stnnke mto the sky. Their target was invisible, hut 
at the end of the street a sheet of flame rose above 
the rouls of the houses. 

An answering shell from a tank landed by ane 
of the mortar lorries and exploded with a great 
flash. The other larry reversed and sped away to 
the square with shell-bursts pursuing it up the 
road. but the first lorry remained standing forlorn- 
ly on the crossroads and the crew scurricd away 
from it behind the fence. 

‘Surely they haven't crippled it?” Bozhichko 
exclaimed disappointedly, and swore. 

“Don’t stap, Buzhichko,” Bessonov hurried him 
on from behind. “Keep going.” 

“Yes, Comrade General!” 

Rozhichko set off again along the cammunica- 
tian trench, gripping the sling of his submachinc- 
gun, and eyerything about his springy, active 
figure indicated that he was longing to look round 
at the German tanks and the crippled rocket mor- 
tar lorry by the infantry trenches. 

As Bessonov laboured up the slope he was 
thinking that Devey was probably right. Kho- 
khlow's separate tank regiment fielded twenty-one 
tanks. ‘Vhey could hardly be expected to turn the 
lide of battle. But if only they could hold the 
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Germans back tor another hour or two. They 
would stil] be hard-pressed when the tank and 
mechanised corps arrived. No matter what hap- 
pened, they must be kept in reserve till the last 
moment—far the counter-blow, Te must hang on 
to them, Ie must not fet them he frittcred away. 
split up into brigades. But Khokhlov should coun- 
ter-attack now and go on countcr-attacking while 
he still had any tanks left. 

“Pyotr Alexandrovich!” 

Vesmin had heen hurrying ahead on his long 
stork-like legs and. when he stopped. Bessonoy 
nearly bumped into him. Vesnin’s young worried 
face expressed a desire to say something. Te 
seemed to be strugeline ta cicape his anxicty. 
Bessonavy knew from bitter experience almust 
exactly what stute he was in. ‘The Military Council 
Member had fully realised the measure of danger 
threatening Deyev's division in this north-bank 
sector of the village. Vesnin voieed his thoughts 

“T wish 1 could be an optimist! But who knows 
hus things will turn out! If they do break through 
and join up with the Stalingrad forecs it will 
simply wipe out the success of the November 
counter-olfensive, and that will end all our hopes 
of turning the tide of the war that we had after 
November, Must we start all over again? IT just 
can't imagine it—I won't! What do you think of 
all this?” 

“T don't feel any great optimism at present. I 
don’t want to be a prophet. Manstein has an obvi- 
bus superiority in tamks and aircraft,” Bessonuv 
replied. “Still, | think the supreme importance of 
Stalingrad for the Germans is dug only to their 
predicament in the Gaucasus, They're afraid of 
being cut off there. That's why this operation is 
their be-all and end-all.” 
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“Pyotr Alexandravich, I'm talkiug about our 
army!” Vesnin exclaimed heatedly. “I’m surry, 
but for some reason | wasn't thinking about the 
Caucasus! In addition to Khokhlov’s regiment I 
think we should throw at least one brigade of the 
mechanised corps into the counter-attack? What 
do you think? This is vitally important!” 

“Pm not so sure. | cant fritter away ty tanks. 
The Germans vught to come to a standstill soon. 
What are we gomg to fight ther with chen?” Bes- 
sonov replied firmly, although he fully realised 
what had prompted Vesnin to make this sugges- 
tion. 

He also realised that it was not the corps or 
division commanders but only he and. by virtue of 
his position. Vesnin, who would bear equal 
responsibility and pay the full penally in the event 
af a disastrous failure, ‘here would be no 
excuses, no special pleading. This fact strangely 
uniled them and softened Bessonoy a little, and yet 
at the same time evoked suspicion. Would this 
young Military Council Member be able to stand 
by him and face the responsibility if the worst 
came to the worst? 

He said, “Are you not taking too much interest 
in operational matters, Vitali Isavevich?” 

“fo don't understand, Pyotr Alexandrovich.” 
Vesnin muttered, and adjusted the spectacles on 
the bridge of his nose. “Why too much?” 

“T would have thought you should be more con- 
cerned about questions ot—haw shall | put it?— 
a moral nature.” 

“We have a queer sort of relationship, you and 
1,” Vesnin said quietly and with seme regret alter 
a pause. “You keep me at a distance all the time. 
Why: What's the sense? It’s possible to break 
through a glass wall with vour head, even if you 
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get hurt doing so. But when Lhe wall ix not glass 
bul coften wool... Yes. there is a wall of catten 
wool between you and me. At first we used the 
familiar form of address, then we became formal. 
And it was you who did it, in your quict way.” 

“I don't quite agree. Still. perhaps il’s better 
thar way. Vitali Isayevich—f[nr both of us. Don't 
try breaking any walls with your head. Particn- 
larly as neither of us has more than ane. Down, 
Commissar!" As be ducked himself, Bessonoy 
pulled Vesnin down by his slceve. 

Samewhcere to the right of the hill the German 
six-harrelled martars opened up with a brutal, 
panting whine. The tails of the wortar bombs elit- 
tered on the horizon, cutting across the Gery, 
sinoke-smudged sunset. Red-hoi spirals rose from 
the lop of the hill and the whole hill seemed to 
crack and shake, releasing a screaming wind of 
splinters. 

Bessonov and Vesnin dropped to the baltom of 
the communication trench and lay flat for a few 
secands. protected by the earth but still not pro- 
lected from the hand of chance, Who knew how 
many notches the German gun layer would shift 
his sights for the next vollcy? Bessonay felt that 
he was lying awkwardly an his bad leg and. hat- 
ing himself and his body that was experiencing 
pain, and fear at the possibility of renewed pain, 
he writhed on the ground under Lhis stranger’s 
glance. Vesnin pulled off his spectacles and loaked 
at him short-sightedly with an expression ot sur- 
prised inquiry that seemed to say, “Sa even you 
are afraid ot dying, General? So we are all 
equally weak in the face of death?” Winciug with 
pain and the humiliation he alwavs experienced 
Tyvom “kissing the greund”, Bessonoy grunted 
Uirough clenched teeth and wanled to reply to 
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Vesnin'’s glanec, “No, dear Commissar, l’m not 
afraid of dying, and my ties with life are quite 
slender, 1 assure you. J fear anly pointless suller- 
ing. ye had enough of it alter that splinter that 
broke my shin.’ But at Lhe same time he knew 
perfectly well that he would say nothing of the 
kind te the Military Council Member. Such an 
admission would be as scnseless as being wounded 
ar killed in this communication trench. 

“They're firing from the west as well now,” 
Vesnin said, breathing quite calmly an his specta- 
cles and polishing them with his glove. “I'hey’re 
outllanking us after all.” 

“Yes, that was from the west,’ Bessenav re- 
plied. Dirt was sprinkling off his hat. Come on, 
get up and get going! he said to himself, and 
shook his heacl, 

The smoke from the mortar bursts drifted down 
the hillside in a yellow fog. A werricd shout came 
from Bozhiehko in front. 

“Comrade Commander! Comrade Divisions] 
Commissar! Is anyone hurt?” Major Bozhichke 
was tunning towards them down the trench. 

“We're all right.’ Bessonoy answered impa 
liently and, picking up his stick. limped resolutely 
towards the major without waiting tor Vesnin. 

“Don't shout so loud, Major! Is quite unncees~ 
sary.” 

“Well, thank God for that, I thought they'd bit 
you, Comrade Commander,” Bozhichke said with 
relicf. “Te dropped quite a packet! And it seemed 
to come from the rear. 


Colonel Deyey was at his O.P. on the yery sum- 
mit of the hill. [le and a group of officers were 
standing round a tclescope and he was scanning 
the battlefield across the river, which lay in the 
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crimson flood of the sunset, perforated and vari- 
ously lighted by explosions and gun [lashes. But 
as soon ax Bessonoy entered the deep trench of 
the observation post and the alficers came to 
altentiun aud the signallers sitting al their tcle- 
phones raised their heads, Devev on somebody's 
whispered warning Jrom behind withdrew quickly 
from the telescope and drew a deep breath under 
the double straps of his pistel belt, preparing ta 
report. 

A harsh wind howled oyer the bill, tearing and 
acaltering the sounds of firing. All faces, red from 
the sunsct and the scaring wind. expressed anxious 
expectation and at the same time a measure of 
self-reproach for the siluation in which the divi- 
sion found itself. Bessonov’s gaze scanned the faces 
before him and rested on Deyev's, 

“Comrade Commander!’ Deyey spoke up in bis 
young baritone {hi 


is strong bronzed neck rose mas- 
sively out of his sheepskin collar and i occurred 
to Bessonov that this sandy-haired colonel with 
his bronze-cast neck and moulded athlete's shoul- 
ders, so youthfully healthy, had not yet been 
wounded and bad probably never been sll in his 
life), “One hour ago the Germans crushed Lhe 
advaneed batteries on the other bank, broke 
through the first line of trenches, and with a force 
of up to two tank battalions crossed the river east 
and west of this hill and reached the aorth-bank 
sector af the village. A Lank-destroyer brigade has 
been sent in agaitial them. We have also sent in 
a tank vegituent....% Deyey hesitated and sud- 
dently became confused, “A serious situation has 
developed on the division's lanks, Comrade Com- 
mander." 

“E know. Colonel,” Bessonoy said. “But finish 
your report, The division is in danger of being 
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encircled or outilanked from the rear? ‘Uhat’s it 
isn’t it? Your flanks are being shortencd? ‘That's 
the terminology we were taught af the acudemy, 
J believe?” 

“J never aftended an academy, Comrade Com- 
munder.” 

“You didn’t? So much the worse. Still...” By 
some unexpected association of ideas Bessonov 
recalled what scemed a very distant conversation 
at GHO about his years at the academy, those 
probing questions about General Vlasov. Jabbing 
his stick into the ground, he strode ever to the 
telescope. “Still. that’s net so very important at the 
moment, Colonel.” And he turned ta the officers 
who had assembled silently from various sections 
of the Lrench. “Well. the decision has been taken, 
Deyev. Khokhloy’s tank regiment must counter- 
attack and drive the Germans out of their bridge- 
head. The whole regimcot of rocket mortars must 
also be brought in. And convey my personal order 
to the commanders of the infantry regiments.” 
Bessonov again looked at Deyev. as though ram- 
ming every word home with his leaden glance. 
"The regiments must continue hghting under any 
circumstances. To the last shell. ‘lo the Last car- 
tridge. The main thing is to hold the Germans 
down and desiroy tanks. By every possible means, 
Not one step back unless T personally give the 
order! 1 allow no right of withdrawal! Keep that 
constantly in mind! TIave | made myself clear. 
Colonel Deyev?” 

Tle did nut want to reassure. excuse er deceive 
himself. He had come to the ball with the erder 
already formed in his mind. He was relying on 
ils deliberate ruthlessness as the only possible sol- 
ution in the present situation. He realised in 
advance the Josses that Lhe inlantry would suffer. 


281 


Aud yet had be been willing to take a risk on 
what might happen during the next hour, he could 
have given another order, committine the forces 
af the corps. the sceond cchelon or the army re- 
serves. But neither Bessoney nor anyone else could 
foresee how this Muid situation might change in 
the next hour or two, or when a situation might 
arise to which no further correction could be 
matle. 

Like a man afflicted by same misfortonc. forced 
to spend his last suhstance knowing that there is 
no more left in reserve, so Bessonov, whenever he 
committed his reserves, felt a future lack of pro- 
tection, the helpless exposure of the territary be- 
hind him. Everything seemed unstable, his hands 
utterly empty. And so with a strange miscrliness 
he saved his reserves to the last possible moment, to 
that moment of supreme intolerable risk when the 
taut thread might be disastrously and irreparably 
broken. Fle had donc tt before. He had heen lucky. 

©That is all for the moment, Colonel. I shall 
be at your observation post till the end of the 
battle. The present lines must be held to the last 
man, Por everyone wiiliout exception there can be 
only one objective reason for leaving the positions 
—rleath.” 

He said this in a voice Yesnin knew from that 
time on the march when they had met the tank- 
men. an inexorable and not very loud voice that 
seemed to set off a death-dealing wave of orders. 
Jt was a voice that made Vesnin want to turn his 
eyes away-and not see that harsh sick-grey lace 
with its jagged mouth. 

So this is what he’s Tike! So | was not mistaken. 
This is what's bchind those rumours | heard a1 his 
harshness even before he arrived. ¥esnin watched 
Dever acknowledwe the order with a silcnt salute. 
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But his next impulse was to justify Bessonoy. 
Probably he’s quite right not to go into details. 
He simply wanted to announce that he would be 
ruthless towards everyone, himself included. ... 

lnvoluntarily, indirectly trying to soften the 
frigid tone of Bessonays arder, Vesnin smiled 
faintly at Deyev. 

“You may go, Comrade Colonel, Carry on with 
your dutics if everything is clear.” 

“Quite clear, Comrade Military Council Mem- 
ber,” Deyev replied in his deep baritone. bringing 
the up of his glove to the sandy temple under his 
tilted hat. 

The other officers also dispersed and the wide 
trench became deserted. 

“Couldn't you have been a shade more tactful. 
Pyotr Alexandrovich?” Vesnin remonstrated when 
they were left alone together. 

‘Ll see no reason for sceking a different form 
when the content is the same. [ cannot change 
myself, Vitali lsayevich! Far morc depends on 
us than the result of this operation, as you said 
quite correctly yourself, This is vo time for minc- 
ing matters.” 

Ressonoy took his stand at the telescope and once 
again Vesnin was able to observe his cold, aloof 
face. 

Two paces away Major Bozhichko watched his 
commander with an air of immediate readiness to 
obey any instruction at Bessonov’s — slightest 
gesture. nod, or word; during the march he had 
sensed Bessonoy's dominant personality and had 
already adapted himself accordingly. And_ this, 
too, upsct Vesnin, who had known Bozhichko for 
some time and liked him for bis light. easy-going 
nature that distinguished him from the other adpu- 
tants. 
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Bessonov has only to say the word and be would 
stand on that parapet under a hail of fire, 
Vesnin reflected with inward astonishment. 

Meanwhile Bessonoy. his head tucked into his 
collar. was surveying the field of battle at the fout 
of the hill. The whole area beyond the pinkish 
windings of the river, searred with shell holes and 
bomb craters, the high bank from which the Soviet 
hatteries Were maintaining a continuous fire. the 
long slopes down from the heights beyond the 
broad ravine to the left of the villare, where tanks 
were fring through the smoke that had spread aut 
along the whole front—everything was bathed in 
the bloody glare of the sunsct, everything was 
moving in a shifting, interwoven mass of stall 
and large fires, everything was wrapped in tbe 
drifting funereal shrouds of smoke from burnt 
metal, burnt oif and petrol, and because of the fires 
and the sunset it seemed that the snow itself was 
ablaze. 

The welter of tracer shells near the bank and 
not far away, in front of the hill where the divi- 
siun’s observation post wax located, the whale 
visible zone of battle. and the less visible, smoke- 
hidden area bebind the bill, in the nurthern sector 
of the village, where the German tanks had 
broken through under fire from the rocket mortars, 
the whole situation seemed to Vesnin to be so 
obvious and admitting of no possible doubt that it 
was simply incomprehensible why Bessonoy shuuld 
keep silent, and why his thin face, vielct in the 
sunset. should express a strange fastidiousness. 
Vesnin himself said nothing cither. He was 
alarmed not by the danger of encirclement, but by 
the tact that apparently neither Bessonov nor 
Bozhichko could ai that moment feel or see what 
he could fee] and see. 
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Vesnin could see the German tanks in the steppe 
land beyond the river converging trom all sides, 
rolling dewn to the bank, crossing ovcr on the left 
and lumbering on through the clouds of smoke 
turther and further into the depths of the divi- 
sions defence. Ee could sce the anti-tank artil- 
lery firing on them from the northern bank and 
even a few guns on the southern bank that had 
been outHanked but fad swung round through 
180 degrees and were still shclling them from 
behind. ‘I'he tanks continued to advance, purple- 
grey shadows crawling cut of the luminous murk 
and crossing to the other bank by way of the half- 
demolished bridge to the Jeft of the hull. A red 
glow appeared im the middle of the bridge as one 
of the German tanks caught fire, but at once the 
tank following it on to the bridge rammed the 
burning machine from behind and it crashed down 
on to the ice of the river and sank in the huge hole 
it had made with its own weight. and the other 
tanks pressed on across the cleared bridge. 

Vesnin turned and again saw Bessonoy’s blue. 
smoothly shaven cheeks in the light of the sunset. 
With unconcealed anxiely he said, “Look at the 
hridge! Were our engineers too late? Or have the 
Germans restored it?” 

Bessouoy's crushing, leaden gaze, which from 
the moment he had appeared at the O.P., had 
repelled everyone, slid in the direction of the 
bridge: his voice, when he answered, sanded 
utterly exhausted, 

“1 was wondering myself why they hadn’t blown 
up the bridge. Could they Lave done? Wherc’s 
the Ged uf War? Bring him here!” 

“The general wants to see the Commander of 
Artillery.” the order was passed on down the 
trench. 
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The division's Commander of Artillery, a colo- 
nel of oiddle height, with a plump. intellectual 
face, approached Bessonoy, steod at attentzon and 
wlanced cautiously ai Yesnin, whom he had knuwn 
since activation, and Vesnin replicd hurriedly Lo 
this questioning glance without going into detiaals. 

“All onr hopes are on you. God of War! Direct 
your fire at the bridge! Destroy it. burn il! You 
can sec what's happenin there. can’t you.” 

‘Untortunately, we still cling to the old habit 
of feaving things Lo chance. We ought to have 
given that up in 1941,” Bessonov said in the sume 
weary tone, addressing the Commander of Artl- 
ry. “Surely your gunners could have destroyed 
¢ bridge before this, once you knew the engineers 
were tow late? What do you think, Colonely Or 1s 
this beyond Lhe bounds of fantasy 2” 

“Comrade General,” the Commander of Artil- 
fery began, trying to answer Bessonov with the 
dignity of one who knew his job, “We have had 
the bridge under fire all the time, but the Ger- 
mans keep restoring it. Just look Our £52-mm 
guns are shelling it now. | hope. . 

But Bessunov interrupted tut, “IP tanks are 
crossing Lhal bridge, Colonel, it must be pertectly 
intact. | believe what I see.” He jabbed his stick 
im the direction of the smoke-shrouded bridge. 
“Law of dittuston? Low probability of billing? 
Why in the case of the Germans docs the law ot 
dilFusion. .. . 

He did not finish his remark. The howling, 
erinding scream of the six-barrelled mortars cut 
out all human sounds on the hill. The comet trains 
of the bombs lit up the western sky. An earthquake 
rocked the bill, the whirling balls of the fire dril- 
led into the slopes and, just as they did so, some- 
one crushed Bessonov protectively against the shak- 


ing wall of the Lrench. It was Major Bozhichko 

“Comrade General, keep down!” he shouted 
with desperate sternncss. 

Bessonoy noticed the momentary attention of 
everyone else in the trencb. All glances were 
turned in his direction and seemed to be saying: 
Will he lic down or nol? If he docs, we cau (ov. 
Fugerness to kiss the grownd in the presence of 
une s superiors might give the wrong impression. 

The Commander of Artillery did not move a 
step hack from the parapet and stood stubbornly 
staring lowards the bridge. without even squatting 
ov lowernng his head; then he walked down the 
trench to his telephones, exhibiting complete indif- 
ference to the shattering explosions on the hill. 

“Colonel!” Vesnin shouted — reproachfully. 
“You're cxposing yourself to fire like a kid out of 
training school!” and lowered his head just below 
the paripet. 

Irritated with himself in these seconds and cven 
mure irritated with the waiting officers and the 
Commander o! Artillery at the thought that they 
were reluctant to take cover in hig presence. Bes- 
sonoy pushed Bozhichko lightly aside, squatted at 
the bottom of the trench and. balf closing his eyes, 
commanded, “Don't stand around! Take cover, 
everyone!” 

Tle did not know whether hix yoice was heard 
in the shattering roar that broke over Lhe bill, but 
cvervone lay flat. Bessonoy stared from under 
lowered Jids at 4 felt boot. lt was Bozhichkw's. The 
major was lying at his feet. and more irritating 
thoughts crowded into his head. Why are we so 
afraid to show our feclings at such moments? Why 
do we prefer a foolish pretence of fearlessness? 
Why do we conceal the normal, human reaction? 
What do they think of me? A machine of authority 
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without heart or uerves? The military reputa- 
tion of every man here depends on my opmion and 
even death won't make us equal? Is that what they 
think of me? 

But even as he asked himself these questions 
while squatting at the bottom of the trench, he 
realised that he himself would never have allowed 
anyone to indulge in “kissing the ground" in his 
presence during a bombardment, and would not 
have forgiven it, just as he could never forgive or 
tolerale any kind of inefficiency in action. He 
could never be any diffcrent. no matter what they 
knew or did not know about hin. 

Bozhichko’s dirt-staincd boot moved before his 
eyes at cyery explosion, trying to find a more com- 
fortable position, Thinking again of the undemol- 
ished bridge, Bessonoy could not suppress a spasm 
of irritation and called quietly tor Colonel Deyev. 

His voice reused Bozhichko at once and the 
hoot disappeared from view. Lhe next moment 
the major was squatting in front of him and 
reparting. “He’s on his way, Comrade General!” 
and Colonel Deyev came dartiag reund an angle 
in the trench and crouched beside him, his 
crumpled cap sprinkled with earth, his neck buls- 
ing out of his collar, his sandy brows knitted. 
Deyev hesitated to utter the regulation phrase, 
which would have sounded ridiculous in his half- 
lying position, and Bessonov forestalled him. 

“The thought occurs to me, Colonel,” he said, 
scarcely opening his lips, so as not to be heard by 
others, ‘that the laws of diffusion do not for some 
reason prevent the Germans trom hilting this hill 
pretty accurately. Don’t you think that if the Ger- 
mans were bere at this O.P. and yur tanks were 
crossing the bridge they would find some means of 
destroying it? Haven't you thought about that?” 
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“The thought did cross my mind, Comrade 
Commander. But the point is that... .” 

Spinning mortar bombs were landing all over 
the bil] with sonorous crashes. Broken earth 
poured down on the trench. Pebbles hammered 
on Bessonov’s shoulders. Dirty streams trickled 
down Deyew’s sheepskin collar and chest, and he 
gtimly brushed dark clots of snow off his coat. 

“Yes, go on.” 

“Comrade Commander.” Deyey managed to 
say at last, “the point is that the Germans have 
brought up suppers on their tanks and they repair 
the bridge as soon as our artillery hits it.” He 
paused. “Lhe only thing to do is to move up a pair 
of rocket mortars for direct fre. But, of course, 
they may be smashed by the tanks that have bro- 
ken through into the village.” 

“Suppose they can't get here?” Vesnin asked. 
carefully cleaning his glasses that had been 
spattcred by the hot lumps of mud thrown into the 
trench. “What then?” 

“Yes, we may lose them on the way, Comrade 
Military Gounci) Member, There is that risk.” 

“Vake if then,” Bessonoy cut in without raising 
his voice. “L give you onc minute to consider the 
risk! You may go.” 

But one minute was a lof more than Colonel 
Devev needed. He crawled away to the nearest 
telephone and the next moment his deep baritone 
was heard. 

“Remember this, God of War! A clumsy Don 
Juan always blames the buttons. Bring up a pair 
of ‘Katyushas’ for direct fire! We'll take the risk. 
They'll have ty judge for themselves how best to 
avoid the tanks. Do you get me? That bodge has 
got to disappear from the [ace of the earth in 
twenty ininutes from now! Without a trace! Got 
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that? I don't want fo hear another word about it,’ 
he bellowed menucingly, and Bessunov turned 
away so as not to see his straining young neck and 
the sandy hair on the back of his head. and with a 
repignance due to the fact that, though he could 
be tude himself, he could net telerate rudeness in 
others, he thought: Surely, Deyev isn’t trying to 
model humscll on me? 

“Our Deyew has quite a voiec, hasn't he? It'd 
beat any bombardment and ten gramophunes be- 
sides,’ Vesnin remarked humurously, watching the 
earth sprinkling off the back wall of the trench. 
Bessonov noticed the attentive expression on his 
fuce. It was as if Vesnin had caught, or was trying 
to catch, something inaudible to Bessonov in the 
shattering soar of the mortar bombardment [rom 
across the river, 

“Khokhlov!” he shouted suddenly with a short- 
sighted glance to the north. "J can hear the 
exhausts of oar ‘I-345 in the village. They'll be 
having a tough time there now!” 

Bessonov pictured the counter-attack by twenty- 
one Soviet tanks through the narrow village 
slreets and made no reply. Khokbloy's interven- 
tion could not, of course. bring any sabstantial 
change in the situation. It could not climinate the 
threat of the division's being encircled and the 
danger to the army’s right flank. He did not want 
to comfort himself with false assurances. Khokh 
Joy's counter-attack could only pm down the 
German tanks for a while and keep them engaged 
im street fighting m the village. But even that 
would be a respite. and any respite was impnrtant. 
Bessonov was tommented by the lack of informa- 
tion. Was it certain that the Germans had thrown 

a fresh tank division that afternoon? And it so, 
what else had ihey in reserve? What clse could 
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he expected? He would have given anything to 
know what other mummy -cards “they held, what 
decisions Manstein and his staff were taking. He 
glaneed at Bozhichko flicking dirt out of the top 
of his felt boot and remembered the division's 
reconnaissance patrol that had not returned. Rais- 
ing his heavy lids, he looked at Vesnin’s thought- 
ful tace. The Military Council Member was still 
devotedly listening fur fresh sounds uf battle in 
the village, where Khokhlov's regiment was trving 
to check the advance of the German armour that 
had broken through to the northem bank. 

How long had this bombardment lasted? Five 
minutes? ‘len? ‘Whey seemed to have plenty of 
ammunition to spare. 

“Army Commander wanted on the phone!” the 
voices from the tronch were instantly taken up by 
Bozhichko, “Someone wants to speak to vou, Com- 
rade Commander!” 

Bessonoy realised il must be Yatsenke and 
stirred anxiously. Tt was a long time since the 
chief of stuff had called. What would he have to 
say now? 

He scrambled up, endeavouring net to put too 
much weight on fas numbed leg. Major Bozhichke 
held his elbow with excessive solicitade. his whole 
face begging him not to rive to his full height. 

“Lo must warn you, Bozhichko,” Bessonay said 
wilh a tart smile, “not to nurse me like an old 
woman, and don’t take me for a decrepit ald man 
either.” 

“Never! How could 1, Comrade Commander!’ 
Bozhichko responded cheerfully, and it was quite 

obvious that he was lying. Bessonov’s movements, 
his tired wrinkles, his grating voice, his gaunt, 
haggard face naturally scemed those of an ald 
man to the byenty-seven-year-old mafor, That 
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Was inevitable. But they were separated by some- 
thing more than a difference in age 

Bessonov stopped as he was about ta enter the 
signals shelter and again looked ovcr the parapet, 
hoping against hope to see some change in the 
baitle. Fires were linking up across the stcppe. 
mingling with the uncxtinguished blaze of the 
sunset on the horizon. Var away in the sunset and 
above it a glittering bunch of Soviet and German 
fighters were weaving their tracers, diving and 
soaring like a swarm of mosquitoes, The sky was 
criss-crossed with black smnoke trails. Like most 
air battles. it was a mystery to watchers on the 
ground. Below the fighters the Snvict attack 
planes, flying singly and in pairs, scemmed to be 
diving over the edge of the world. 

Much nearer. in front of the hill and on the 
slopes of the ravines, the broad arc of tanks was 
steadily closing in on the bank. The bridve on the 
Icft was invisible behind a solid tence of explo- 
sions and swirling black smoke. It had evidently 
been sct on fire and about a dozen tanks were 
stranded on the far side. Two Soviet “Katyushas” 
were burning on the edge of the village, probably 
the ones that had hecn called in to destroy the 
bridge. The tanks dispersed and assembled again 
at the crossing under direct fire from the anti-tank 
batterics that had been pushed forward on the 
northem bank, while from the southern bank, 
from the very top of the bluff, one gim, reversed 
through 180 degrecs, was fixing rapidly aut of a 
turmoil af answering shots. It would dissolye into 
blackness for a moment, then again come to life 
and flash back with renewed fire. 

Bessonoy reflected tor a moment that this was 
the battery he had visited in the early hours of the 
morning. Now it had only one gun still firing. He 
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tricd to recall the familiar name of the battery 
commander, but it would not come, and he made 
ne further effort of memory. Another thought 
hanished eycrything clse from his mind. Conscious 
of success. the Germans were striving to dcepen 
and widen the gap before dark. And this was [ol- 
lowed by another thought, that now the moment 
of supreme crisis was approaching, the battle was 
at its highest pitch, and the thread that had hcen 
drawn absolutely taut might brealt at any moment. 


Chapter Piftecn 


The roof of the shelter was pretected by three 
layers of logs and earth and the sounds of battle 
were muftled. Voices could be heard normally 
‘Two starm lantems swinging monotonously. like 
pendulums, under the massive log ceiling cast a 
yellow light on unshaven faces and on the maps 
and telephones on the two tables. 

The Commander of Artillery, who had been 
phoning the Commander of the Rocket Mortar 
Regiment, put the receiver dawn on the map and 
turned away from the table with the intention of 
reporting, But Bessonov stopped him with a nod— 
he knew that he was gning te report that the 
bridge had been set on hre by the “Katyushas”— 
aod under the watchfil gaze of the wircless 
operators walked to the small room in the far 
corner where the telephones and radio for com- 
munication with Army H.Q. were kept. 

Bozhichke. experienced adjutant that he was, 
did net enter the room. He merely closed the door 
behind Bessonoy and stead guarding it. A young 
sccond licntenant of signals watched him curious- 
ly and Bozhichko gave him a fricndly wink, tien 
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rubbed his hands together energetically, took a 
luxurious packet of Pushkas from his pocket, 
flicked out one of the cigarettes and offered it to 
the signals officer. 

“Haye a smoke, Lieutenant,” he said. as if they 
hod known each other for years. “Llow’s life?” 

“Not bad, Gomrade Major. What about it?” 
Ive took the cigarette rather awkwardly, still 
unable ta sce what reason there could be for start- 
ing this conversation. “Thank you, Comrade 
Major.” 

“Oh, drop the ‘major’. Du you think I've been 
a major all my life?” Bozhichko said uncxpected- 
ly, in a confidential whisper. “My names Gen- 
nadi. Ever been to the circus? Tere, watch this.” 

Bozhichko, smiling mysteriously, swept bis hand 
lightly inte the air and extended his fingers before 
the face of the blinking sccond lieutenant. The 
packet of cigarettes disappeared, then Gozhichko 
made another pasa im the air, and the packet reap- 
peared in the pala of his hand, Not realising that 
Bozhichko, frustrated by lack of action, was mere- 
ly seeking a way of amusing himself, the secund 
lieutenant stared in contusion. 

“Are you a circus performer, Comrade Major? 
You must have been a conjurory” 

“Qh, in a very small way. Now it's a thing of 
the past.” Bozhichko replied and, tossing his ciga- 
rette-lighter into Lhe air, spun the wheel as he 
caught it and put the flame to the licutcnant’s 
cigarette, “Any new jokes going around here? Or 
are they all a hundred years ald? Have you heard 
the latest about Tiva Braun and Gochbels in 
heaven?” 

“N-no,” the secand lieutenant became even 
more confused. “What Eva do vou mean? The 
one in the Bible, Comrade Major?” 
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“Come off it! The Bible! You, chaps. are just 
vegetating here. You haven't any education, Now 
listen to this. Imnagine the garden of Eden— 
bushes, sumshine, fig-leaves....” Bozhichko began 
in a confidential whisper, glad to have [ound an 
uninitiated listener to amuse himself with. But the 
sound of the genera]’s voice behind the door 
brought him up short. He winked again at the 
licutemant, clapped him on the shoulder, indicat- 
ing that he wenild finish the story later, straight- 
ened his belt and resumed his post at the door, 
arms folded, cigarctte jutting rom the corner of 
his mouth. 

Bessonoy had not been mistaken. Tt was his 
chief of staff, Major-General Yatsenko, on the 
phone. Lieutenant-Colonel Kuryshey, the divi- 
sian’s tecomnaissance chief, his clever [ace grey 
with anxiety and fatigue, was speaking to Yatsen- 
ko when Bessonoy entered the signals room. 
*Yes, Comrade Five.... 1 understand, Com- 
rade Vive.” he was repeating monotonously, 
and his yellow, tobaceo-stained fingers rolled 
a pencil about on the map. lhe wireless opera- 
tor, sitting unobtrusively m the corner, seemed 
to be listening with his back and even the tips 
of his elbows to this conversation with Anny 
ILQ. 

“Tt's for you. Comrade Commander,” Kuryshev 
sald, and held out the receiver. 

“Thank you.” 

Yatsenko's drill-sergeant bass came Lhrough 
with its usual clarity aod, although for security 
purposes he reported the situation as it had been 
at the end of the day in the usual obscure army 
jargon, Bessonov had no difficulty in trans|ating 
it inte ordinary speech. The Germans were still 
attacking on the army’s southern and northern 
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flanks with massive air support. The attacks had 
not weakened towards evening and a powerful 
thrust of some sixty panzers had forced back the 
army's left-flank division: bitter fighting was 
going on well inside the first defence zone. which 
the Germans had penctrated to a depth of some 
two kilometres, One motorised and one tank bri- 
gade of the 17th Mechanised Corps. which was 
covering the left flank, had been committed to 
action but so far the posilion had not been 
restored. The situation in the centre of the army's 
defence could be considered stable. Vhe GHQ 
reservc—the Ist Tank and 5th Mechanised Corps 
—had not yet arrived in the concentration areas. 
A few hours ago a yadio message from the Ger- 
man’s Dan Army Group, whose headquarters 
musi now be at Novochcrkassk, had been inter- 
copted by Soviet intelligence. The plain language 
test, signed by Mamstein and addressed to von 
Paulus, read as follows: “Hold out. Victory iy 
near. We are coming to your aid. Be ready lor the 
Christinas weather signal.” What the final phrase 
signified was hard to tell as vet, but it might be 
a relerence to the excepted breakout by Paulus 
with the aim of linking up with Maustein’s tanks. 
German transport aircraft had become naticeably 
more active in dropping Paulus fuel and ammuni- 
tion supplies despite vigorous attacks on German 
airfields by the Soviet air force. Tanks belonging 
to the encircled German [orces had been observed 
moving towards Marinevka in the south-west of 
the “cauldron”. 

Not once did Bessonov inlerrupt this pedanti- 
cally detailed report of General Yatsenko's. He 
stood with his stick resting on the edge of the 
table, one hand on the set. Only when his chief 
of staff's voice showed signs of rounding off did 
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he unhook the collar of his sheepskin and sit down 
at the table. 

“Ts that afl?” he asked after a pause. 

As he asked the question he imagined Yatsen- 
ko’s massive baflet-beaded figure in the brilliant 
light of the battery-lit lamps, sitting over the map 
at the command post surrounded by his assistants. 
He could almost see his sleekly shaven chin, itn- 
maculatc collar and carefully washed hands. 
Guessing his reply in advance, Bessonoy said, “It's 
ag clear as daylight that they’re delivering their 
main blow here, and their secoudary attack to 
the left.” 

“T ain also convinced they want to drive a cor- 
ridor to Paulus through Devev's lines. Manstein 
wilf not, I think, change his tactics of hattering a 
single narrow sector of our front at the point 
nearest to his final objective.” 

“Lagree.” 

“| shall try to get more details of what Paulus 
is doing at the moment. Particularly the position 
of bis mobile forces, and whether he is actually 
capable of a breakout in the direction of Manstcin. 
That is rather important at the moment,” 

“It's more than important.” Bessonoy wffirmed. 
“T alsa want to know when the Ist and 5th corps 
will arrive. Hurry them up!” 

“Tim doing thal all the time. Pyotr Alexandro- 
vich.” Yatsenko replied with a breathlessness that 
betraved his anxiety and annayance that the tank 
and mechanised corps assigned to his army had 
not yet arrived. “When can we expect to sce you?” 

“Don’t, for the lime being. Vhis is the key 
sector.” 

Yatsenko courhed and maintained a pause. 

“But in yiew of the situation, you shouldn't stay 
too long with Devev. You are in a very exposed 
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position,” Yatsenko breathed heavily into the 
receiver. “It’s no business of minc to advise, of 
course, but perhaps it would be wiser for you to 
move to the army's observation post.” 

“Now listen to mc, Semyon Ivanovich,” Besso- 
noy interrupted. frowning. “I'm here and J intend 
to stay herc, so will you kindly loolr alter the lett 
flank. And counter-attack ali the time!” 

He passed the fingers of his left hand over his 
torehead. They were damp and trernbling with 
exhaustion. There was a throbbing pain in his leg. 
which he had twisted while crouching in the com- 
munication trench during the mortar uttack. 

Having replaced the recciver, Bessonov sat for 
some time at the table in a kind of reveric. He 
stretched his Icg cautionsly under the table, 
cxpecting that the pain would pass off and he 
would be able to get up, but the pain did not 
pass olf. 

“That scout who managed to get back—did he 
bring im any fresh news? Is he conscious? Where 
is he?” he asked Kuryshey, tryimg to divert his 
thoughts trot his throbbing shin. 

Keeping his eyes fixed on the sign littered map. 
the Hicntenant-colonel tricd not 1o reveal the ten- 
sion and overstrain that he obviously felt. 

“Te was only scmi-conscious when they brought 
him in. It sounded from what he was tryimg to 
say as if the other scouts had been spotted by the 
Germans on the way back, accepted battle and got 
stuck wilh their information prisaner somewhere 
beyond our own outposts. The one who did get 
back has been taken for medical treatmeni but I 
dowt think hell be able to tell us anything 
more... Yes, | must take all the blame for this 
unsuccessful reconnaissance.” 

“Stop that!” Bessoney slapped the table lightly 
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with the Mat of his hand. “Stop this agonising. Its 
quite pointless and out of place. li won't help yout 
or me. We have taken no prisoners and can't 
expect fo take any because the Germans are 
advancing. But what T necd is a decent, serious 
and well-informed German. So what are we voing’ 
to de about it, Colonel?” 

“May | think it over for a moment, Comrade 
Commander?” 

Bessonoy drummed on the table with his fingers 
and watehed the reconnaissance chief scrupulous- 
ly clearing the map of the lurops of dirt that had 
spriokled down trom the log ceiling. 'To Bexsonoy 
this scemed unnatural and unnecessary, like the 
unsuccesslul recorinaissance, like the nagging pain 
ain hus leg, and suddenly he found himself longing 
for a glass of vodka. It would clear his head, 
soothe the pain, rake him feel a lot better. But 
the next moment he lelt only surprise at this uncx- 
pected desire. this hope of relict, He continucd to 
sit at the table, waiting for this pain that crippled 
both body and mind to pass. 

Vhe six-barrelled movtars stopped bombarding 
the observation post. but the shcltcr went on heav- 
ing’ like a raft in darkness, buffeted by shots and 
shell-bursts and the waves of machine-gun fire 
that coustantly swept the darkness ahead. Among 
the mufiled sounds Bessonoy could make out the 
rumble of tanks and the feverish chalter of tommy 
guns, which seemed to be closing in on the hill 
fram the north and south. By the sound of them 
the hill was already cut off from the army, from 
the corps and divisions, from the whole outside 
world. 

“2. T've told you--use your pistol if that’s all 
you've got! Let the tanks roll ayer you, but held 
your ground! Ts Lhat clear?” 
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With a crimace of pain Bessonoy raised his 
head. In the other half of the shclter telephone 
huzzers and voices were competing with each 
other, and loudest and fiercest amid the hubbub 
was Deyev’s baritone, shouting a mixture of or- 
ders, threats and abuse over the line. 

“If you retreat one millimetre, you had better 
use a bullet on yourself, Cherepanoy! Got that? 
You have all the artillery there and all the anti- 
tank gunners. the place must be swarming with 
them! I Anew you're being surrounded, Is that any 
reason for screaming blue murder? Hold out ar 
die in the attempt! How can there be more tanks 
coming when the bridge has been smashed? Are 
you raving?” 

Bessonoy realised that Cherepanov, the com- 
mander of the infantry regiment, was reporting 
that he had been outflanked by the tanks, was 
half-surrounded and wanted support from Deyev, 
but Devevy, instead of promising help, was reply- 
ing with words of wrath, and in # situation that 
threatened death was recommending salvation 
through death if Cherepanov could not hold aut. 
While Bessonov sat here in this secluded room. 
suffering agonies in his shin, deprived of the right 
to intervene, Deyev was carrying out his order te 
stand te the last man, the order Kessonov had 
given him, and it would be inhumanly difficult for 
Bessonay to face him now. His eyes. too, would 
he begging for help, for himself, for his division, 
even though he was perfectly aware of the real 
and unavertible meaning of the order for his divi- 
sion, which had been fated to suffer the full i:n- 
pact of a shattering tank attack and, as war so of- 
ten demands, had no choice but te accept its fate. 

“Don’t come whinmg to me, Cherepanov!” 
Devev was shouting with desperation in his yoice. 
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‘Mo you think 1 don't understand! You've got 
vour orders and that’s that! Button up your belly- 
button and held out. The artillery is giving you 
all it’s got. If you can’t see it, I can! Stick it out! 
Fight like a maiden in distress! Bite and scratch 
but don't give in. And don’t ring me up uny more! 
This is the last I want to hear from you!” 

Deyey is carrying out iny order but what must 
he he thinking while he gives these commands? 
For a second Bessonow’s eyes met those of the 
reconnaissance chicf standing motionless and silent 
by the table. He was no longer brushing hits of 
dirt off the map, ‘Chere was silent condemnation 
and at the same time entreaty in the licutenant- 
colonel’s clever, haggard face. He fully realised 
what kind of situation the division was now in-— 
the sounds of battle and the orders Deyev was 
giving over the phone were plain enough. Sud- 
denly Bessonov rubbed his forehead and said 
something quite different from what he had 
intended to say and from what he had been 
thinking. 

“Yes, Colonel, 1] ara listening.” 

“Comrade Commander,” Kuryshey hegan cven- 
ly, “it looks as if the division is being encireled.” 

“Are you sure.” 

“Quite sure. | think the tanks are outflanking 
the observation post as well, Comrade Com- 
miander.” 

As il he had just woken up. Bessonoy sat for a 
minute looking wearily at the reconnaissance chiet, 
then he rose and began to speak with a kind of 
harsh curiosity. 

“You dont say all you think. do you? What 
you wanted to tell me was that we ourselves might 
xcon became information prisoners. Isn't that so, 
Cotonel?” 
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“Tm talking about the objective situation, Com- 
rade Com mander, * Kuryshey explained in the 
same level voice. “The Germans may soon cut ow 
communications. Then we shall have lost the 
thread of cormnand.” 

“Thank you for your impartial judgement, 
Colonel. Bul we have not lost the thread of com- 
mand yet.” Bessonoy replied. “And | have not 
caneelled my order about obtaining an informa 
tion prisoner, And T don’t intend to, even if we 
are taken prisoner ourselves, which would be most 
unpleasant.” 

He picked ap the reeciver. 

“Artillery Commander.... Is the Jine work- 
Splendid. Give me Lomidze.” 

‘A rather guttural voice with a Georgian accent 
came over the line. “The Germans are coming at 
you like mad dogs, Comrade One... .” But Besso- 
nov interrupted him with a ques stion. 

“Is there any possibility of using the 42nd 
Reguuent of Rocket Mortars on Deyev'’s 
sector?” 

“VU give the order at ance, Pyotr Alexandro- 
viel. You want me to use them against the tanks? 
Is that right?” 

“Quite right.” 


Bessonov did not stay long in the other half of 
the shelter with its phones buzzing and officers 
moving about in a blue haze of tobacco smoke. His 
glance rested for a moment on the tall tyrure of 
Colonel Devey but. without saying a word, he 
pushed the dvor open with his stick and went out. 
Major Bozhichko followed him. 

“Comrade Commander!” Deyev’s hoarse bari- 
tone reached him through the smoke and ceaseless 
buzzinyz of telephones, 
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Bessonoy strode away down the trench. 

Te way stil] not quite dark, but evening had 
already added a savage bite to the cold. A bitter 
wind was blowing out of the dark purple slit that 
still showed along the horizon under the lowering 
western sky, and the roar of gunlire seemed to 
swing to and fro overhead. Showers of ice frag- 
ments sprayed off the parapets like broken glass 
stinging lips and eyes. The signal flares carried 
over the observation post by the wind created an 
impression that the hill itsclf was in motion over 
the fircs and explowons below. 

The village was blazing on both sides of the 
viver and the crimsan snow, like « great wine- 
stained table-cloth, seemed to be crawhng with 
black. poisonous spiders that had white crosses 
on their sides and kept stopping to probe sorne- 
thing with their long feelers. then spat out a webs 
of fire. And this ficry web had already enclosed 
all that was visible of the bank from above, and 
through it the Soviet batlerics could be seen snarl- 
ing their red detiance, Bursts of automatic lire 
were sweeping the hull fram all sides. 

Major Bozhichko leaned forward against the 
parapet, trying to make out how near the fighting 
had come to the obseryation post. Wind-snutted 
flarcs were falling on the slopes of the hill, bullets 
were snicking the parapet. Apparently the Ger- 
mao tommy guonets had already crossed to this 
side of the river. 

“Camrade Commander, way I speak to you?” 

Coloncl Deyev's strained. husky voice had the 
effect of physical pain on Bessonoy and forced 
him to tum reund. He stood [or a few sceonds, 
waiting calmly, guessing what Deyev would say. 

The colonel towered over him in the darkness. 
blocking the whole trench, and by the light of the 
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flares Bessonov could see his vonthful face and the 
feverish desperation in his cyes as they sought 
help, hope, relicf lor his division. When the flares 
fell and darkness erased that unbearable cxpres- 
sion, Bessonov felt as if a clutching hand had been 
removed from his throat. 

“T sec everything, Colonel Deyev,” he said. 
“What do you wish to add?” 

“Comrade Commander,” Deyey began in an 
unnaturally low voice. “Cherepanov's regiment, 
two artillery battalions and Khokhlov’s tank regi- 
ment ave fighting in complete encirclement, their 
ammunition is nearly exhausted, they are suffer- 
ing heavy losses. German infaniry have arrived in 
armoured troop carriers,...” A fresh caseade of 
flares illuminated Deyev’s pleading face and he 
completed what he was saying with a husky sigh 
that seemed to come fram the very depths of his 
massive chest. “Tanks are actually attacking 
Major Cherepanov’s command post. The major 
seems to be wounded, The line has just gone 
dead.” Deyey drew a deep breath and stepped 
towards Bessanoy. “Comrade Commander, with 
the situation being what it is.... I’m afraid Che 
repanov’s regiment wont last another hour. 
It'll be crushed to bits... Forgive me, Comrade 
Commander, but 1 ask your personal permis- 
sion...” 

“For what?” 

Deyev’'s voice faltered but he went on stubborn- 
ly, “P ask your permission to leave Division O.P. 
for one hour te go to Cherepanow’s regiment, find 
out what's happening and take a decisian on the 
spat.” 

Dryev's eyes and red face reflected the swift 
purple flashes of tracer bullets. Beasonov looked 
at him keenly. 


“How can you do that? You want ta break 
through the encirclement to reach them? 1s 
that ib?” 

‘It’s only about two kilometres [rom here to 
Cherepanov's positions, Comrade Commander. 1 
can manage that with an escort of tommy gunners 
It anly means about three quick dashes. |huat’s no 
problem, Comrade General.” 

Bessonov felt a sudden twinge of affection for 
Deyev and again his throat contracted. So this 1s 
the kind of division commander fate has given 
me, he thought. unable to refuse him at once. 
Looking up at the glittering reflections in Deyev's 
eyes, be repeated, “So you want to break through 
with, tommy gunners?” 

“It's not so long since | was commanding a bat- 
talion, Comrade General, On the Bryansk front. 
| haven't lost the knack.” 

“How old are you?” Bessonov asked huskily. 

“Twenty-nine, Comrade Cornmander.” 

“T wani you to live to be thirty,” Bessonoy said, 
and made a geslure of dismissal. “Carry on with 
your dutics as commander of this division, ‘Vhe 
regiment has a commander of ity own.” 

“Comrade General..." Devey spoke almost 
unmploringly, “Please.... I request you... .” 

But Bessonoy interrupted bim again, quietly and 
unrelentingly, 

“Didn't you understand me? | said, go and car- 
ry out the duties of the commander of a division, 
And send a force ty make contact with Cherepa- 
nov at once. And tell him from me personally 
that | am relying on bis steadfastness. HW he can 
resist this onslaught, things will ease up soon. He 
must hold out a little longer, Devev. The enemy's 
reserves can’t be inexhaustible.’ 

“Comrade Commander, 1 mast... .” 
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“Go now. Colonel. You are forcing me to repeat 
myself.” 

“Yes, Comrade Commander,” Deyew replied in 
a doomed, utterly despandent voice. His massive 
figure turned slowly and he strode away along the 
trench, disappearing into the shelter. 

“What do you think of that, Comrade (sen- 
eral!"  Bozhichko exclaimed — enthusiastically, 
watching the colunel go with something akin to 
envy. “Deyev deserves his colonel’s rank! He’s 
pretty upset now.... It’s quite true, you know— 
he could make it in three dashes!” 

Bessenoy had noi watched Deyev go because he 
knew he would not alter his decision. He, too, was 
reflecting, however, that this very young division 
commander must be badly disappointed. He must 
have been sure that he would receive his com- 
manding officer's permissiun to break through to 
the surrounded regiment and save it trem annihi- 
lation or disgrace. 

“It isn’t all that far to Chercpanov’s regiment,” 
Kozhichko hinted again. “One could take a risk!” 

Bessonov made no reply. He was watching the 
turmoil of firing along the northern bank, where 
the tank-destroyer battalions and two regiments, 
one of infantry and the other of tanks, were hald- 
ing the defences. He was watching the pinkish 
shapes of Sovict and German tanks dudginy in 
and out of the village streets below. Cherepanov's 
battalions and Khokhlov's tank regument were 
putting up a desperate and stubborn fight, but 
they had becn unable to stop the German break- 
through. It was time to bring in the secand eche- 
lon, the 305th Division, And bring it in betore if 
was too late. 

The sky overhead was slashed with tracers and 
the ragged trails of the flares carried over the 


slopes by the wind, and it looked as if the Ger- 
man tommy gunners had outflanked the obscrva- 
tion post on the west and filtered through the vil- 
laze to the foot of the hill. 

“They must be lurking right under our noses!” 
Bozhichko said thoughtfully. “Perhaps we ought 
to comb the hill, Comrade General? These bas- 
tards are getting too big for their boots!” 

“If only we could make those three dashes and 
break the ring round Cherepanov!” Vesnin’s voice 
sounded ai his elhow. Bessonov turned round and 
saw him only two paces away. “I must say I have 
real sytnpathy tor Devey. We can't just wateh Che- 
repanoys regiment perish before our very cyes.” 

Vesnin in his sheepskin. looming whitely in the 
darkness under criss-cross pistol belts, was also tall 
but much lighter in build than the colonel. He was 
twisting his spectacles between his fingers and 
his teeth seemed tinged with blue as they bit into 
his lower lip. 

“Cherepanov’s position is really catastrophic.” 
he went on, coming closer lo Bessonoy. ‘He's 
suttered tremendous losses. And there's not much 
sign ot the Germans giving up svon.... They 
keep pressing on. Isn’t it time to bring in the 305th 
to help Deyew? Surely, it must be!” 

“Put on your spectacles, Vitali Isayevich,” Bes- 
sonov said, suddenly feeling the immense weight 
of his experience compared with Vesnin's enviable 
youthful impulsiveness. He added, “There are 
German submachine-gunners lurking on these 
slopes. You might stumble into death by sheer acci- 
dent.... As for the 305th.... Yes. it’s time. So 
let's hope tor the best, Vitali Isayevich....” 

“I'm hoping,’ Vesnin replied. “But the Ger- 
inans wont give up here in a hurry. For them it’s 
a maiter of life or death.” 
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© And for us too,” Bessonoy said slowly. 

The hill howled and sobbed under the whiplash 
of the wind and the erinding roar of battle. Now 
it seemed to soar inte the flate-studded sky, now 
plummet into black depths: swift lights and shad- 
wws darted across it. swepi the trench, ilu- 
minated faeces for a moment, Lhen disappeared 
and left all in darkness. 

“Comrade General! Please, go to the sheller at 
once!” Rozhichke shouted. and darted away down 
the communication trench, bellowing a fierce chal- 
lenge. “Halt! Who gues there?” 

Sounds of rnovement and the cries of sentrics 
could be beard from the end of the trench, then 
shadows crowded into the narrow passage and 
Bozhichko. who had run to an angle in the wall 
with his tommy gun al lhe ready, repeated his 
challenge with threatening fury. 

“Halt! Or Vl fire! Who are you?” 

The shadows froze and a sentry’s voie¢ called 
fram below, “Krom Army H.Q. They want to see 
the G.O. Shall ] let them pass?” 

“Wait!” Bozhichko commanded, and ran down 
the Lrench peering into ihe darkness 

“Who's that giving orders? What do you mean 
wait?” another voice came from the trench. “1s 
that you, Majer Bozhichko? Whore yeu barking 
at? Where's the commander? Where's the Mih- 
tary Counci] Member?” 

“Ah, Comrade Colonel!” Bozhichka drawled, 
and broke into a laugh. “I thought it was Tritz 
on the prowl! What brings you here, Colonel? 
Been missing us?” 

“Pye been missing you for a long lune. Major 
Roghichke. You ought to be an infantry platoon 
commander with a voice Jike yours. Where's the 
general? And the Military Couneil Member?” 
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“Can't change myself now, Colonel. PU handle 
a platoon, i a comes to that.... They're here. 
Pass on.” 

Colonel] Osin, the army counter-intellizence 
chiet, came forward, casually brushing bimsel! 
down and straightening his belt, pistol holster and 
ficld bag. He looked as if he had done a let of 
running and crawling through snawdritts: his 
adjatant. armed with a tommy gun, was also 
bastcd in snow from head to foot. Short, plump 
and breathless, duckiny as bursts of automatic hte 
whistled overhead, he stood behind the colonel, 
caretully helping him fo remove the caked snow 
from his back and thichs. Bozhichke watched them 
with some interest, smiling [aintly. Ip the trench 
behind them stood three others: the stocky, 
wrestler-like figure of Major Tithov and two 
husky tommy gunners from Bessonoy’s escort, 
which he had left at the Avmy O.P. 

“So you're here too, lads?” Bozhichko asked 
with surprise and a touch of jealousy at this 
encroachment on his domain. “Who asked you 
to come?” 

“What's all this curiasity? You want to know 
too much, Bozhichko!” Osin cut him short and, 
having at last recovered his breath, pushed aside 
ihe adjutant’s obliging hand that was scraping at 
the [olds of his shecpskin. “That'll do, Kasyan- 
kin! Don't break your back over it! No, I don't 
want you with mc. Wait for me here, with the 
escort.” Ele nodded towards the hack of the 
trench, “Major Bozhichke, take me to the Mili- 
tary Council Member. Wheres his shelicr?” 

“He's with the commander. Comrade Colonel. 
At the 0.2% 

“Lead on, Major!’ Osin commanded casually, 
and followed Buzhichko with the finw tread and 
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dignity of a man who knew his worth and was 
calmly going about his duties. Officers frem the 
division glanced round as he passed them in the 
trench, trying to gucss who he was and what kind 
of order he must have brought with him at this 
hour. 

When they came up to Bessonov, who was 
crouching at a telescope, and Bozhichko for some 
reason reported the counler-iniellizence chief's 
arrival in a tone of amused surprise, Bessonoy's 
narrow back stirred and he turned round, leaning 
on his stick, to look up at Osin’s firm-checked 
perspiring face. He paused for a moment, as 
though failing to recognise him, then said dis- 
trustfully, “I don’t quite understand.... What 
trings you here, Colonel?" 

“Just wanted to sec how you were getting on, 
Comradc¢ Commander,” Osin replied in his pleas- 
antly rich, northerncr’s voice, and with a broad, 
unassuming smile wiped the sweat fro: his 
cheeks. “Everyone's been talking about Deyev's 
position, so [ felt I had to come. Part of the way 
by car, and the rest on our bellies. Quite an ad- 
yenturous journcy. They were potting at us from 
all sides, but we made iti” 

“Straight from Army H.Q.?” Bessonoy asked. 

“1 called at the Army obseryation post on the 
way, then came straight here.” Osin watched the 
tracers fanning out over the hill and the smile on 
his strongly moulded lips gradually faded. “Look 
what the Germanys are doing, eh! Arc they really 
hoping to break through to Paulus, Comrade 
Commander?” 

Bossonov, whe was in no mood for discussion 
and still could not understand the reason for the 
colonel’s sudden arrival—he scarcely knew the 
man and he was certainly not needed here—re- 
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plied curtly, “Your supposition is correct, Colo- 
nel.” 

“Ts that you, Comrade Osin?” Vesnin emerged 
from the darkness of the trench, fingering his 
spectacles, eyebrows raised. He, too, was surprised 
by the unexpected arrival of the army's counter- 
intelligence chic!. “What's up? Anything special?” 

“Comrade Military Council Member... .” 

Osin did not finish the phrase. Tis round. 
robust face suddenly became serious, [le glanced 
over his shoulder at the other officcrs in the 
trench, and at Bozhichko who was leaning with 
one elbow on the edge of the parapet, toving 
casually with the sling of his tommy yun. 

“Comrade Military Council Member.” he said 
obliquely, “I know you don't sec much of me 
around here, but I don’t want ta bother the com- 
mander jusl now. May I have a word with you? 
It ll onty take two or three ininutes.” 

Bessonov frowned. Colonel Osin’s affairs were 
of little interest to him at the moment. What. he 
wanted to know was how the coloncl had man- 
aged to get through the village, which was now 
in the thick of the fighting. 

“What route did you come by, Colonel?” 

“Across the northwestern outskirts,” Osin re- 
plicd. apparently considering Bessonov's question 
very carefully. “It’s the only possible route, Com- 
rad¢ Commander. I found that out for myself.” 

“You took a completely unnecessary risk, Co- 
lonel,” Bessonoy observed coldly and, resting his 
stick against the wall of the trench, resumed his 
position at the telescope, thus indicating that the 
conversation was over. Any feelings of admira- 
tion he might have had for Osin’s daring he care- 
fully concealed behind a dry smile. 

Bozhichko put his hand to his month, hiding a 
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grin, Colonel Osin stood at attention, staring al 
Bessonov’s back. 

“Come along, Comrade Osin. Please, tollaw 
me,” Vesnin suggested quickly in a tone which, 
though it expressed no pleasure, nevertheless 
softened the coolness of Bessonoy’s reception. 
“The shelter’s down here.” 

He took Osin’s clbow as the colonel glanced 
back in astonishment at the motionless figure of 
Bessanoyv standing at the telescope m the dark 
shadow of the trench wall. 


Chapter Sixteen 


The small shelter, built by summers at the end 
ot the trench, was empty and smelled of trozen 
soil. Bits of dirt trickling between the logs of the 
roof wccasionally hit the lantern fixed under the 
ceilmg and kept it swaying gently, 

Vesnin sat down at a table made of shell crates, 
dropped a packet of cigarettes on the boarded top 
and. taking one himself. said, “Well, what is it, 
Comrade Osin? Please, be as factual as possible.” 

Coleone] Osin glanced round the shelter, taking 
in all its dark comers, ran his hand over a pile of 
tarpanlins on one of the plank beds, then carcfully 
drew the kuge cape that hung over the door; only 
when be had done all this did he sit down at the 
table, remove his hat, unfasten the hook on the 
collar ot his sheepskin—he was still hot and per- 
spiring from his dash through the snow—and hegin 
to speak in a discrectly luwered voice. 

“Comrade Military Council Member, forgive 
me for asking what may seem an unnecessary 
question. What is your personal opinion of the 
divisign’s position at the moment?” 
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“Isn't that plain cnough already?” Vesnin 
pinched the cigaretle gently for a moment, struck 
a match and lighted up. “You must have seen tor 
yourself how things have been going Jor the divi- 
sign this evening. Why do you ask?” 

Colonel Osin straightened up at the table. 

“Te secn that [or myself.” 

“Well? Go on, then.” Vesnin drew at his ciga- 
rette and, as he breathed smoke at the flame of 
the lantern, nudded impatiently. He still could 
not grasp the reason for the sceurity man's visit; 
it was not his joh to inspeet a divisional observa- 
tion post during battle. “Why are you here? 
Uhat’s what interests me. You must realise your- 
self it looks rather strange.” 

Coloncl Osin rubbed his fist thoughtfully on 
his damp forchead. lis fair curly han wits mat- 
ted and his well shaven checks were stall fMushed 
with exertion. He took a deep breath and spoke 
in a firmer voice. 

“| know if must seem strange my coming hcre 
like this. But [m not the only person who is 
warticd about the division’s position. | have heard 
the opinions of both General Yatsenkea and front 
Military Council] Member Golubkoy.” 

“Well, what's it all about?” Vesnin raised his 
cytbrows. “What did you say about Golub- 
kov? Is he at Army H.Q. too? Have you seen 
him?” 

“Yes, hes there.... And he also said he was 
worricd about the division's difficult position. Hc 
has moved from headquarters to the Army ob- 
servation post. He wanted to see you, but you're 
here.” 

Colonel] Osin paused. stroked the rourh boards 
of the table with a large hand and smiled apol- 
ogetically with bluish eyes that seemed to reach 
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out and grip Vesnin’s eves. The defensive rustic 
simplicity they had expressed while he was talk- 
ing with Bessonoy had gonc; now they seemed to 
suggest only a tactful desire not to give offence, 
nof to break certain bounds of subordination. 

“It was suggested that it would he hetter for 
you and the commander of the army to direct the 
fighting from somewhere less dangerous than this. 
Trom the Army Q.P.. for example.” 

“You mean we ought to move from the division 
OT. to the Army O.P.7 Now?” 

“The Army O.P. can still be reached by way 
of the northwestern outskirts of the village. That's 
how I came. lt’s still comparatively quict there. 
But there's no other route. 1 mysclf saw German 
tanks in the streets. And even this route may be 
cut at any moment.” 

“So you suggest that we move to the Army 
O.2.? Do you consider this is within your com- 
petence?”’ Vesnin asked with a shrug. 

“Comrade Military Council Member,” Gsin 
replied with a touch of reproach, even resentment 
in his voice, as though he were surprised at the 
divisional commissar’s innocent outspokenness- 
“This is not actually my personal opinion, as | 
have said. But there are times when the cxigen- 
cies of battle force me to show concern.” 

“Ah, you're concerned, are youl” Vesnin 
drawled. “Well, so am I concerned. Comrade 
Qsin. And the commander is no less concerned. 
Quile naturally. I think he probably knows that 
the infantry are the arms, the tanks the feet and 
the commanding officer the head of an army. If 
you lose your head, you lose everything. Bessonoy 
is not the kind of man to lose his head or to take 
unnecessary Tisks.” 

Having said this deliberately. he let his eves 
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rove curieusly for a few seconds over Osin's 
curly, sui! rather matted fair hair, the broad 
forehead and slightly hooked nose. the round, 
full face of a man in robust health. New be was 
struck by the straight white cyelashes and the 
contrasting icy sparks of determination in the 
eyes of this colonel who was at the same time 
careful over every word he spoke. Quite suddenly 
Vesnin's checks began to burn and break out into 
red spots. and he began to fecl something like 
repugnance towards Osim, towards his calm un- 
shakeable healthiness, his broad, sloping [orchead, 
his white evelashes, towards his half-suggested 
advice. always couched im such imoffensive terms, 
towards all this restraint and politeness that 
concealed a discreet involvement im a very special 
kind of sceurity authonty, which for various 
reasons was indispensable and existed here at 
their very elbow, in the same army, performing its 
indispensable funelions. yet never interfering in 
matters that concerned the fighting. Suppressing 
his irritation, Vesnin rested his hands on the table 
and stood up. 

“So this means, Comrade Osin.” he waid, and the 
red ypots blazed on his cheeks as he thrust his 
hands into the puckets of his sheepskin and began 
to pace up and down the shelter, “this means that 
in view of the present situation General Bessonoy 
amd T musi leay« this observation post? But surcly 
you must know that no one in war can ever be 
guaranteed against being hit by a splinter or a 
bullet, whether he’s at an army or a division O.P.” 
Vesnin suddenly saw the neatly clipped fair hair 
at the back of Osin’s head, the round neck, the 
flat, sensitively listening cars, and be went on 
with an cxplosion of irritation in his voice. “What 
is all this nonsense? What are you tatking about? 
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T can't understand it at all. Who advised you 
about this--Golubkoy? I can't believe be could 
have suggested such a thing! | cant believe it!” 

“Comrade Divisional Conunissar, [(m sorry to 
offend you, but T am not in the habit of decciving 
people. Besides Gofubkoy’s instructions, 1 have 
another matter to discuss with you. Of rather a 
different nature.’ 

Cofonel Osin’s impressively quiet voice brought 
Vesnm to a standstill al the table. The knowing 
upward glance and the icy bfue of the counter- 
intelligence chief's eyes, sleaming in the light of 
the lantern, cooled him for a second. He stepped 
forward, placed his hands on the table and asked 
imperalively, “What do you want to discuss?” 

Vitreous threads scemed to exude from those 
upraised eyes and probe Vesnin’s face, but still 
Osin made no reply. as though his glanec was 
simultaneously measuring something in himself 
and something in Vesnin and he was not yet 
prepared to cross the barrier that stood between 
them, 

“Speak out!” Vesnin demanded. 

Osin stood up, walked Lo the door of the shelter, 
paused there for a minute, then sat down at the 
table agai. And as be spoke in a Jow voice, the 
vitreous threads again probed Vesnin’s face. 

“Please try to understand me correctly, Com- 
rade Military Counall Member. Why shonld you 
aud the Commander of the Army ignore caution 
if it ducsn't have to be ignored? [know the char- 
acter of our commiunder, and T know he wouldn't 
listen to me for a moment. That's why I am dis- 
cussing the mattcr quite frankly with you, an 
authoritative member of the Party.” 

“Well. eo on then,” VYesnm said. and letied 
stilf lower over the table, fooking into Osin’s 
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steady, unyielding cyes, but sull failing to guess 
what it was Uhat the counter-intelligence chief had 
left unsaid, cither because of his habitual re- 
straint or because of the apprehension he tclt in 
the presence of the Military Gouncil Member. who 
possessed far greater authority than himsell. 

“Comrade Divisional Commissar,” the probing 
expression had not disappeared but Osin’s tair 
eyebrows had arched a little. “Ne mformation is 
secret [rom you. You know all about the wnlor- 
tunate events that oceurred on the Volkhow Front 
last June, You remember them, of course?” 

“What exactly?” Vesnin jerked back [rom the 
table, pushed his hands into his pockets and took 
a few steps across the shelter. Suddenly he felt 
so cold that he did not take his hands out of his 
pockets, “I don’t quite understand! Are you talk- 
ing about the 2nd Assault Army?” 

“Yes, about what happened to the 2nd Assault 
Army. Something no one will ever forget. Just 
that....° Osin aflirmed pointedly, and looked up 
at the log cciling as it creaked under the umpact 
of nearby caplosions and the lantern swung fo 
and fro overhead. “Look at that! The tanks arc 
shelling the O.P. all the lime.” 

Vesnin sat down abruptly and abruptly reached 
for the packet of cigarettes, on which soi] was 
sprinkling trom the ceiting. The next moment, 
however, he thrust it away, rubbed his temple 
as though to soothe a headache, and suddenty 
glanced straight at Osin in astonishment. Me felt 
like aring up, striking the table with his fist, 
but he merely said angrily, “But what does all 
this boi] down to? What arc you worried about, 
Comrade Osin? That if the division is totally 
surrounded, Bessonoy and I may.... What on 
earth gave you this idea?” 
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“Now why put it like thal? Osin lowered his 
white lashes and spoke sincerely and offendedly. 
“TL know General Bessonoy's couragze and I know 
you, and J can’t understand why you should con- 
vider me a complete fool. 1 didn’t want to be 
misunderstood.” 

“Misunderstood in what sense?” 

“Tam speaking of accidents. Don’t you Know 
about the tragedy of the commander's son— 
Second Lieutenant Bessonay?” 

‘Whe shelter recked under a fresh bout of ¢x- 
plosions and the lantern agaim swung to and fro 
under the creaking ceiling while small lumps ot 
earth patlered on the boards of the table. Toot- 
steps thudded along the trench past the shelter. 
A shout was answered by faint cries. But Vesnin 
ignored the ensuing hubbnb in the trench. 

“No,” he replied. “All T know is that the com- 
mander’s son was reported missing on the ¥ol- 
khoy Front, What do you know?” 

Osin turned again towards the door af the 
shelter, listened to the shell-bursts on the hill 
and the yoices in the trench, then still somewhat 
hesitantly put his bulging new dispatch case, 
which had not yet acquired a single scratch, on 
the table and unfastened it. Papers rustled under 
his searching fingers. 

“Read this, Comrade Divisional Comunissar. 
The latest fact. This pamphlet has only just come 
into my hands, so f thought I had better show 
it to you at once.” 

The pamphlet that Osin had removed carefully 
from the papers in his case and handed to ¥esnin 
rusiled like a mouse as Vesnin put it down on 
the rough boards in front ct him. A poorly re- 
produced photograph showed up like a dark blot 
on the cheap yellow newsprint. Above it was 
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written in heavy type: “Son of famous Bolshevik 
general convalesces in German hospital.” ‘The 
photograph was of a frail-lookmg boy, evidently 
emacialed by illness. [is hcad was shaven and he 
was Wearing a second lieutenant’s tunic, the 
collar of which tor some reason was unfastencd, 
revealing a clean but crookedly sewn collar band. 

Te was sitting in ao armehair at a table be- 
tween two German officers, both of whom wore 
fixed smiles on their faces. The boy was also 
smniling in a strange, forced manner and staring 
at the tall wine-glassexs on the table; a crutch 
could be seen propped against the arm of his 
chair. 

“What's this, a fake? Or is il really General 
Bessonov’s son?” Vesnin asked, instinctively 
resisting the very idea that this emaciated shaven- 
headed boy could possibly be Bessonoy's son and, 
as he asked, he gave Osin a look that warncd 
him he would not forgive a mistake 

“We have checked everything,” Osin assured 
him with the seriousness of a man who was well 
uware of the responsibility he faced. “Lhe pho- 
tagraph is genuine beyond «a shadow of doubt. 
ay the text, Comrade Military Council Mem- 
ICT. 

Qsin Icaned back. making the hex op which he 
was sitting creak, and breathed out yignrously 
through his nostrils. 

Vesnin perused the brict text under the phato- 
graph. AC first he could not prasp the full mean- 
ing and had to reread the insidious phrascs again 
and again, Ile found it difficult io concentrate 
and, whenever he stopped rcadinc, was distracted 
by the blotchy photograph, the shaven head and 
furced smile, the crutch propped against the arm 
of the chair, the clean. cronkedly sewn collar 
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band under the unbuttoned collar and the pitiful. 
caunt neck of General Bessonov's son. Vesnin 
found himself concentrating on the following 
passaye: “The son of the noted Sevier General 
Bessonov, who is known to have heen in command 
of a large force since the beginning of the wat, 
stated to representatives of the German command 
that the poorly trained and poorly armed cum- 
pany under his command had been used as can- 
non fodder. ‘Whe final engagement was unbear- 
able.... Second Licutenant Bessonov, whu was 
severely wounded but fought bravely. almost 
fanatically, also stated: “I was very much sur- 
prised to have been put in hospital and nursed 
back to health. In hospital 1 saw many Soviet 
prisoners of war. Lhey receive full medical care. 
The Soviet Comunissar propaganda is spreading 
rumours abou alleged atrocities committed by the 
Germans which are quite untrue. Here in hospital 
| have had time to realise that the Germans are 
# highly civilised and humane nation, who want 
to establish freedom in Russia after the overthrow 
o! Bolshevism... 

“Have you iinished with it, Comrade Military 
Council Member?” Osin’s stern voice broke inte 
his thoughts. “May I have it back?” 

So Bessonoys son is still alive. Vesnin still 
could not tear his eyes away from the grev, 
smudgy photograph. Bessonay lmows nothing 
about this. Heo may have suppositions, but he 
doesn’t know. What about the text? An obvious 
fabrication, and by no means the first. Some 
scoundrel who was taken prisoner with him must 
have told the Germans he was a general's son. 
That's how jt must have happened. Of course. 
that was it. How else? And after that he was put 
in hospital. During the first interrogation they 
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photographed him, then made up their tract. This 
was one of our own schoolboys, brought up by the 
Kousomol, by the Seviels! T can't believe any- 
thing else of him. 

“Comade Military Council Member, vou 
realise yourself this pumphlet is not te be made 
public. What T mean is... .. I certainly don’t want 
the commander to know abont it.” 

“Wait a minute.” 

“Yes. Kessonov had mentioned his being told 
only that his son had been reported missing, His 
name had not appearcd in the casualty Lists. What 
was the date on the pamphlet? October 14th. 
1942. ‘Pwo months ago 

“Please give me back the pamphlet, Comrade 
Military Council Member. ‘Vhe general might 
come in here any moment. We have no right to 
expose him to such a shock.” 

Had they known about this in Moscow when 
Bessonoy was there? “You realise yourself the 
painphlet is not to be made public... .° “We have 
no tight to expose him to such a shock.” So some- 
one must be protecting the general from the trag- 
edy that had befallen his son? But why? For what 
purpose? 

“Tell me, Comrade Osjin, do you believe this 
pamphlet?” Vesnin asked in a low voice. “Do 
you believe this boy has become a traitor?” 

“Ll don't think so.” Osin replied. and his hand 
moved in a casual gesture, Then he corrected 
himself. “Stall, cverythiag is possible in war. 
Absolutely everyihing. I know that too.” 

“You know it too?” Vesnin repealed and, try- 
ing not to show his trembling lingers, folded the 
pamphlet in four, unbuttoned his sheepskin and 
pul it away in his breast pockct. “I shall keep this 
pamphlet. As you say, it's ‘not to be made pub- 
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hie’. He rested his clenched fsts on the table. 
“Now here is my advice to you. Colonel QOsin. 
J.cave here at once! Leave the O.P. this minute! 
It’s the best thing. Go at once.” 

Leaning on hig fists, Vesnin stood up. 

Osin also stood up, but too suddenly. and 
knocked the table with hiy knees; a momentary 
pallor drove the healthy flush from his face and 
the skin tightened over his checks. 

“Tt anything does happen in’ encirclement, 
Colonel Qsiu,’” Vesnin finished between pauses, 
“if anything docs happen, this will provide all 
the security that's needed.’ He put his hand to 
. belt and slapped the pistol holster. “This will 

6” 

They stood for a while in silence on opposite 
sides of the table. The fire from the German tanks 
pounding the hill seemed to lift the shelter and 
carry it. Sail streamed down the walls and rustled 
on the plank beds. “Lhe glass of the lantern was 
black and sooty from being swung about. As 
Vesnin was about to leave the shelter, to go into 
the trench, where there would be people, Jiving 
yoices, orders being given, Frosty ait after this 
stillmg conversation, he noticed that, although 
Osin’s big lips were smiling, there was not a trace 
of a smile in his bluish eyes and, hating himself 
for his own harshness, he said, “Bessonov shall 
not know a word about this conversation.” 

QOsin remained politcly silent. He was well 
aware of Vesnin’s considerable authority, his good 
relations with Golubkoy, the Military Gouneil 
Member for the whole front, his right of dircct 
contacl with Moscow, and at the same time he 
regarded Vesnin as a hasty. imcautious person, 
lacking in fosesight and even rather flabby; such 
people did not inspire trust in the strength of their 


position. Osin knew everything about the com- 
mussar. He knew that he was not a regular army 
man, that he had previously fiad a civilian jab as 
a lceturer at the higher party schoel and the po- 
litical academy: he recalled that his second wife 
wag a chemistry teacher, of Armenian national- 
ity, and that he had a ten-year-old daughicr, 
Nina, by his first wife. whose brother had been 
condemned in the political trials of the late thir- 
tics, afler which Vesnin had received a strict 
Party reprimand that bad been withdrawn only 
just before the war: he knew that in 1941, as 
commissar of a di¥ision, be had broken out of 
encirclement near Yelnya and brought neurly a 
whole regiment out with him: he knew and 
remembered many things which Vespin himself 
had probably forgotten long ago. But as he 
weighed all this in his capacious and retentive 
memory, Osin concealed his feelings ag usual 
behind an expressionless smile. 

He said non-commitially, “I personally was not 
insisting on anything, Comrade Divisional Com- 
missar. | was merely fulflliog my duty—for the 
army and the Party.” 

“Well, now vou have fulfilled it,” Vesnin ob- 
served grimly. ‘there’s no reason for you to stay 
here. | vepeat once more, Leave the OP. at once 
and don’t worry about accidents! Your ideas of 
caution are utterly absurd! Does the mere notion 
of “encirclernant® rouse such mystical fears!” 

Vesnin went up to the table, flashed a glance at 
Qsin through Ins spectacles, seized the dirt- 
sprinkled packct of cigarettes and, Lending low, 
stepped out of the shelter into the Mare-splashed 
darkness, into the roar of automatic fire and gun- 
shots that swept oyer the parapet on the bluster- 
img wind. 
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Chapter Seventeen 


When he emerged [vom the shelter Vesnin was 
so dazzled by the red and green flares and deaf- 
ened by the hammering blasts of machine-gun fire 
that he could not sce Bessonov at once. At an 
angle in the trench he noticcd several figures 
lying on the parapet, firing [rom tommy guns. 

“What have vou spotted? Who are you firing 
at?” he asked mechanically as he went past. 

“They're crawling up the slopes,” someone 
answered from the parapet. “lrying to slip 
thyough, the buggers!’ ‘The speaker fired a long 
burst and clapped his hand on the disk. “Bey 
your pardon, Cumrade Divisional Commissar!” 

Vesnin recugnised Major Bozhichka, His cap 
was lodged precariously on the back of his head, 
exposing a prematurely balding forchead, and his 
whole face was aglow with cheertul zeal. 

“No need to apologise—I'm nut a schoolgirl, 
Vesnin said with a short laugh. “Gn the contrary, 
Um glad to see such high spirits. Where's the 
counnander?” 

“A bit further along the trench. With Deyev,” 
Bozhichko replied, and asked curtously. “Where's 
Osin? Quite a daredevil, ch? Had to fight his way 
through te the O.P.! But why did he come? Does 
he think he’s going to get a medal for taking part 
in the battle? Kasyankin doesn't know cither. 
Ile’s nut giving away any military seercts! Good 
for him!” 

Roused by the excitement af actron, Buzhichke 
spoke without attempting to bide the usual frank- 
ness of hig relations with Vesain and, on men- 
lioning Kasyankin, gave someone who was lymg 
on the parapet a hearty slap on the back. 

“Tve been trying to persuade Kasvankin to 
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“kill just one aggressor’, as the poet said, while 
he’s here, so that he'll have something to boast 
about after the war. But he says he has no time 
for the advice of our pocts. Never mind, TH 
educate you, Kasyankin. You can't cxpect to sit 
at a desk wearing your pants out al] the time. 
Excuse any rudeness, Comrade Divisional Com- 
missar.... Learn while vou’ve got the chance 
Kasyankin! Over there now-—a few short bursts!” 

“Leave me alone, Comrade Major!” caine Ra- 
syankin’s bewildexed voice. “Comrade Military 
Council Member, Major Bozhichke has no right 
fo give me orders and sneer at my jab.” 

“Are you still here, Kasyankin?” Vesnin asked. 

Vesnin liked the companionable major's casy 
going humour. even when he overdid it and it was 
particalarly welcome after being’ with Osin, after 
the sudden and agonising clarily of the news 
about Bessonoy’s son. The sight of Kasyankin 
reminded him that Osin had not yet left the O.P., 
and when the colonel’s adjutant slithered off the 
parapet and turned to him, straightening his belt 
ollendedly aud brushing himself dawn, Vesnin 
spoke in a tone of command that surprised him- 
self. “Now listen attentively, Kasyankin. Go to 
the colonel at once. He's waiting for you in the 
artillery shelter at the end of the trench. You 
ure to return immediately to Army Headquarters. 
OIl you ga—at the double!” 

“Yes, Comrade Divivional Commissar!” Ka- 
syankin exclaimed with obvious relict, then 
saluted and climped away along the trench in 
the brilliant light of falling flares. 

“What's all the fuss about really, Comrade 
Divisional Commissar?” Bozhichko asked, with 
more restraint. “Or is it a seeret?” 

Vesnin said, “I knuw you, Bozhichko, and I 
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understand veur humour. But don’t expect everv- 
one to. Do you realise thal there are some people 
who take a joke far too seriously?” 

“Thank you, Comrade Divisional Gommissar, 
but I don’t vive a damn for these serious types!” 
Bozhichko replied cheerfully. “My recerd’s clean 
enough and [’m all alone in the world, so I’ve 
got nothing te lose but the pips on my uniform. 
But Kasyankin is a proper clot and clumsy as an 
elephant. Jl]is attitude makes me laugh. Ie 
actually counts on us both being adjutants 
together.” 

Vesnin [rowned. “What do you mean exactly?” 

“Well, he’s rather slow on the uptake, Com- 

rade Divisional Commissar,’ Bozhichko laughed. 
“But quite inquisilive. ‘How do you get on with 
the commander-” he says to me. “What's he like? 
Does he make you take off his boots for him? 
Does he swig vodka on the quiet” So I came 
back at him, ‘Do you know the poem called Az// 
« German? Do you know the right end of a tom- 
my gun? Haw do you carry a gun—under your 
arm or aver your arse?” But still he kept at it, 
‘Rather a gloomy type, this general. How does 
he get on with the commissar? Do they click, ar 
can’t they stand cach other?’ So | asked him, 
‘Have you ever worn a chamber pot on your 
head instead of a helmet? Such a delightful. 
frank conyersalion it was, Comrade Divisional 
Cummissarl? 

“Ts Bessonoy there?” Vesnin asked. glancing 
down the trench where dim figures could be seen 
by the light ot the falling flares. Fe set off alang 
the trench, But something seemed to hold him 
back and suddenly he stopped in a recess. He had 
realised he would be unuble to tell Bessonoy whal 
be knew and what Colonel Osin knew, and what 
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Bessonuy himself could nol possibly suspect, 
about the terrible. unnatural fate of that shaven- 
headed boy with the tortured smile, who had not 
hecn killed but had now been a prisoner tor 
several months——his son. 

He may ask me the reason for Osin’s visit. 
What shal! I tell bim? Am I te lie to his face? 
How could we work together after that? No, I 
can’t go to him and pretend that nothing has 
happened. There must be ahsolute sincerity and 
honesty between us. But it would stick in my 
throat to tell him about his son at this moment. 

Despite the acknowledged tension between 
them, about which neither of them had any illu- 
sions, Vesnin felt that he would have neither the 
right nox the firmness to practice a diplomatic 
evasion, that he would be unable to soften any- 
thing or keep olf the subject. and now, as he 
stood hesitating in the recess, he felt a burning 
shame, as if he had vomited in public. 

“Pyotr Alexandrovich!” Quite unexpectedly he 
stepped out ot the recess and walked quickly over 
to Bessunay, who was standing surrounded by 
officers at the telescope. 

“Ah, vou're just the man J want, Vitali Isaye- 
yich,” Bessonoy said and turned reund, wiping 
snow crystals off his faec with a handkerchief. 
“The 305th has gone into action, We'll sce what 
effect that has. But the main thing now is this... .”” 
fe went on wiping his face, absent-mindedly. 
“The amain thing is the tank and mechanised 
corps. They've gol to be hurried up! I would ask 
you, Vitali Isayevich, to go out to mect the tank 
carps in the concentration area and, if you have 
no cbjection, to stay there and help co-ordinate 
operations. I think it’s cssential. You are very 
fond of tankmen, if I remember rightly?” 
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Vesnin felt his throat contract and was scarcely 
able to answer, “I'M do everything. I'll be off 
this minute.” 

“Off you ge then. But look out while you're 
in the village. [he situation on the northern bank 
hag not becn restored.” 

When Vesnin came to the part of the trench 
where he had only recently tnet Major Bozhich- 
ko. the major was still firing from the parapet 
Lach burst made his shoulder jump and carried 
his cap a little further towards the back of bis 
head. 

“Major Bozhichko, I need you.” 

Bozhichko turned at the shout, pulled his cap 
forward and exclaimed, as if he were having the 
time of his life, “These blighters are surrounding 
us after all. There are swarms of them arriving 
in armoured carriers! What are your orders, Com- 
rade Divisional Commissar?” 

Vesnin was standing in the trench with his 
head bowed. 

“Listen to me. Bozhichko, I've got to go and 
mect the tank corps straight away. Don't forget 
this one thing: look after the commander! ] advise 
you to stay with him all the time. 

“Right you are, Comrade Divisional Commns- 
sar!” Bozhichko lowered his gun and looked at 
Vesnin questioningly, “You're going now, 
you say? Won't it be a bit...2 The bill's being 
plastered from all sides’ 

“Colonel Osin and hiy escort will go with me.” 
Vesnin pressed the major’s arm yvently. “Nothing 
to it really. We'll take the route Osin came by. 
We'll get through all right, Pye bcen in worse 
corners,” 

“Good luck to you, Comrade Divisional Com~ 
missar!” 
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Vesnin grinned and waved his hand. 

“Good luck yourself, Bozhichko!” 

Colonel Gsin and Kasyankin were stil] sitting 
at the table in the artillery shelter. "Lhey seemed 
Lo be waiting for something as they listened grim- 
faced to the roar of gun fire overhead. Showing no 
sign of haste. Vesnin glanced keenly at Osin, who 
jumped to his feet as he entered. Vesnin’s voice 
had an unfamiliar ring of authority. 

“Wre're alt going the same way, Colonel Qsin. 
To Grigoryeyskaya village, Where's the car? And 
gel the escort 

“Tm glad to bear that, Comrade Divisional 
Commissar... very glad. Thank you. Transport 
is under caver, in a barn om the slope. Thank 
you,” Qsin repeated with satisfactian as he 
gathered up his leather dispatch case from the 
table. Then he asked cautiously, “But what 
aboul,... General Bessonoy? Isn't he coming 
with us?” 

Vesnin flared up. 

‘Do you imagine I am going with you for my 
own safety? Is that what you are so sure of?” 

“Comrade Divisional Commissar,” Osin’s white 
lashes blinked oflendedly. “Vhere’s no need to be 
angry wilh me, T think you'll just catch the Front 
Military Counei! Member at the Army G-P. Ite Tl 
tell vou his worries himself.” 

“Don't hang about, Osin. Show me to the car!” 

“We'll take the route through the northwestern 
outskirts, on Lo the steppe road,’ Osin said. “Lt’s 
suill clear al present.” 

Only at the foot of the hill, when the cars 
swung round in a narrew village street and at 
Osin's ward of command set off at speed towards 
the northwestern outskirts, did Vesnin realise how 
delicate the position of Deyey’s division was, From 
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his observation post at the top of the hil] the situa- 
tion on the northern bank had seemed rather 
different, not quite se desperate. 

‘Phe battle was raging all roumd and the pressure 
of it beatan the eardrums. 

The whole north-bank sector of the village was 
eripped by fires that scemed enormous at close 
quarters—a blazing mass that heaved and rocked 
as shells burst among the burning houses; machine- 
gum bullets ripped ragged trails of sparks [rom 
llaming attics; cven in the cars the air was suf- 
fucatingly hot and acrid with smoke. H stung the 
eves and parched the throat. The driver of Ves- 
nin'’s car kept leaning over the wheel. racked by 
lang fits of coughing. At the far end of the street 
Vesnin caught «a glimpse af tanks moving in the 
ved gloom. Vhey dropped out of sight as the cars 
drew away, and Vesnin was unable to identify 
them. 

“Step on it! Follow Vitkov, he knows the way! 
To the right as soon as you get out of the village!” 
Osin shouted as if he felt that everything depend- 
cd on him. He turned his round, firm face towards 
Vesnin. “We'll get through, Comrade Divisional 
Conumissar."’ 

“T don't doubt it’ 

“Siverything will be perfect,” Osin added, and 
breathed in vigorously through his nostrils. 

“There are only about three kilometres that are 
dangerous.” 

He was eager to talk. but that was the last 
thing Vesnin wanted at this moment, 

He was sitting at the back of the car next to 
Kasyankin, who was hunched silenthy in the cor- 
ner. The tommy gun he was clutching on his 
knees dug into Vesnin's ribs as the car buunced 
over the ruts; his glance darted back and forth 
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fram the drivers convulsed back to the snowy 
road, brilliantly illuminated in the vlare of blaz- 
ing houses. As Osin spoke, Kasyankin seemed ta 
start at the thought of three kilometres of this 
kind of ridine and flung more scared looks to 
either side. Vesnin reflected that the adjutant 
was displaying far more than normal apprehen- 
sion, The man’s a freak, he decided mentally. 

“Hald on to veur gun, Kasyankin. Or give it 
to me,” he said. “Bozhichko didn’t finish teaching 
you Low to handle firearms, anfortunately.” 

‘Tim hol-ding it, Comrade D-divisional Gom- 
missar,”” Kasyankin stammered, and nodded 
pleadingly. “L'm very sorry.” 

“TIL knock some sense into you one of these 
days, Kasyankin,” Osin remarked coolly, and 
glanced at his adjutant with a set jaw, then re- 
verted to a conciliatory tome as he addressed 
VYesnin, “Vhank you, Comrade Divisional Com- 
mussar, for taking what I said as it was meant. ... 
Why run unnecessary risks? You can see for 
yourself (here’y only onc road left. The only one 
they...” 

“Yo know what you mean, Comrade Osin,” Ves- 
nin replicd with careful self-control. “L know it 
so well we don’t need ta digeuss it any further at 
the moment. We'll leave all that till later.” 

“Very well, Comrade Divisional Commissar,” 
Osin assented at ance with an air of being reas- 
sured, and in a deliberately unburticd fashion 
settled back in his scut. 

‘The fires te the right began to thin ont and 
the end of the village street seemed to be in sight. 
The ear was racing alung the river bank, The 
hill where the O.P. was situaled now lay behind 
it, while on the left, above the housctops an the 
other side of the river, the fierce vlow of battle 
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hung in a huge crimson hand across the scorched 
sky, slashed “by soaring bunches of flares and 
ragved fragmentation bursts. The roar of firing 
from across the river never ceased for a moment. 

Bathed in this crimson radiance, the car veered 
to the nght, away [rom the blaze of battle on the 
far bank and, as it started climbing past the last 
house of the village. Vesnm telt a sense of reliel. 
Already he could sce the leading car speeding 
vut on the mirror-like slopes beyond the outskirts, 
hevond the limits of the fighting, where the 
noctumal steppe gleamed im softly flushed dark 
ness, Even by the more audible roar of the engine, 
the jolts of the speeding car, and the unbroken 
darkness ot the steppe ahead, he could tell that 
they were at last out of danger. he whole zone 
of battle, the German tanks in the village, the 
shell-torn river, the division observation post 
above it, were all behind them now; and sud- 
denly he quite clearly pictured Bessonov’s samt 
bre, weary face as he listened to bis oflicers’ 
reports at the post on the bill, The thought re- 
vived his anxiety fur a moment, then he again be- 
came aware of the gleaming windscreen, Osin’s 
riassive back, the small red ear half hidden 
between hit cap and sheepskin collar and, quite 
distinctly, the corner of his eyc. fixed intently 
on the driver. The driver was still coughing and 
leaning over the wheel, shaking as if in delirium, 
althongh there was no longer any smell af smoke. 

“What's up? Are you crazy? Whvy are you 
slowing down?” Osin suddenly, amd 
leaned heavily towards the driver. “Whut is it? 
What's the matter?” 

“Comrade Colonel! Look!” the driver gasped 
jut between coughs. “Look what's in front!” 
“Titkoy... Titkov seers to be turning ronnd,” 
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Kasyankin qnavercd. craning over the driver's 
shoulder and enpping the back of bis scat with 
hoth bands; his tommy gun slid to ihe floor and 
bounced at Vesnin’s feet 

“Tanks!” the driver croaked, staring round 
wildly. “German tanks ahead!" 

“Where? What Germans?” Osin- shouted. 
“Where from? They're our own 348! Gel moving! 
You're off your chimp, man! Step on it!" 

The tammy gun began a rapid dance at Ves- 
nin’s [eet 

Vesnin wanted to tell Kasyankin to pick it up. 
but the remark froze in his throat as he saw what 
was happening in front, 

‘The car was grindmy up the rise outside the 
village. The pinkish murk of the steppe spread 
out hefore it to the black wall of horizon. and out 
there, amid the fre-flished darkness of the high 
ground ahead, the escort’s leading car was trying 
in a chaotic series al reverses to make a turn in 
front of several huge dark shapes resembling 
stacks of bay: at last it managed to turn round 
and came jalting hack over the ruts. Uhe door to 
the right of the driver was open and Major Tit- 
kov was leaning out. He seemed to shout some- 
thing, then raised his temmy gun and fired a 
burst into the air. 

“Are vou still sure they're our 34s, Osin?” 
Vesnin said so calmly that be scarcely recognised 
his own voice. 

The next moment the brakes went on and he 
was thrown painfully against the back of the 
front seat. but he had already seen the black 
shapes showering sparks on to the purple-bluc 
snow aml heard the clattering roar of tank en- 
fines. Flame spurted in the darkness ahead, [ol- 
lowerl by a violent cxplosion, and a broad cone 
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of fire rage in front of the leadmg car, over- 
turning it ou top af the rise. Only one man 
Jumped out. Ducking and weaving, he came runn- 
ing down the read, shouting and waving his 
tommy gun over his head. 

“Back!” Osin commanded frantically, and 
jerked back in his seat, sTapping the driver on 
the shoulder, “Turn round! Quick! Back into the 
village!” 

“Germans! Germans! How did they get here?” 
Kasyankin whined, throwing himself into the 
corner and actually drawing his knces up to his 
belly. These untics and the terror im his voice 
sent a pr ickle of fear through ¥Vesnin himself. 

“Silence, Kasyankin!" he knocked aside the 
trembling knee with anger and disgust, and re- 
peated. “Silence! Pall yourself together!” 

“Phev're on top of us! We've run ight into 
them!" Kasyankin moaned, sobbing. “What'll 
we do now?” 

“Silence, 1 tell you!” 

Vesnin heard Osin's commands—‘“Back! Quick! 
Turn round! Step on it!"—hcard the spusmadic 
coughing of the driver, saw his arms and shoul- 
ders working to pall the wheel round, saw Osin 
crouching torward like a wild auimal and batter- 
ing the dashboard with his fist in impatience. 
Vesnin tried to get a glimpse of the tanks through 
the side window and just as he fclt that the car 
had turned and was skidding back down the 
slope, a second reddish flash at poimt-blank range 
seemed to blind him. He was suddenly cuclosed 
in roaring darkness: glass shatter ed and the 
darkness was filled with suffocating heat. A 
savage blow flung him against something alive 
and sott that screamed and struggled under him. 
In a frenzied effort to escape this unexpected 
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twist of fate. he told himself quite clearly that 
whatever happened he must not lose conscious- 
ness. Then he heard the screaming. Was it Ka- 
syankin? Was he wounded? Why was he scrcam- 
ing? 

But a second powerful blow on the head from 
something hard and metallic must have stunned 
him for a minute. He was hruught to his senses by 
the screaming and struggling beneath him and the 
feeling of being crushed awkwardly against some- 
one in the enclosing grey mist; the door of the car 
was not on the right bat overhead and he realised 
vagucly that the car must have left the road and 
averturncd. Everything was swirling dizzily 
around him; he had lost his spectacles, Still 
bemused and groping mechanically to find them, 
he suddenly had a close view of the driver's mo- 
tionless head, hatless, with its check pressed 
against the lower door, which was jammed 
apuinst a snowdrift: the windscrcen was smashed, 
the bonnet ripped and buckled, and frosty air 
was pouring into the car together with a strange 
clattering roar. [Tt was this ruar. drowning the 
mutiled cries of Kasyankin, on whom he was ly- 
ing, that finally hrought him back to consciousness. 

“Kasyvankin. are you wounded? What are you 
screaming for?” he said, hearing himself only 
faintly. 

“My deg... my leg!” Kasyankin whiupered. 

“Comrade Divisional Commissar, are you hurt? 
Get ot quick! Comrade Divisional Commissar!” 

A pair of broad shoulders blocked the glowing 
sky. Someone jerked fiercely at the door and. 
when it opened, two hands gripped VYesnin’s 
shoulders and heaved. He caught a momentary 
glimpse of Osin's white tace ; 

“Hurry, Comrade Divisional Commissar! 
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We've got to wel away from here. You're not 
hurt, are you? Gan you walk?” 

“Osin.... Help Kasyankin. { think he’s wound - 
ed,” Vesnin whispered. He scrambled through 
the duor, jumped down om to the snow and, as 
he landed. clung to the car. fizhtng a slight diz- 
ZIDESS, 

“Kasyankin!” Osin bawled furiously. leaning 
over the door. “Are vou wounded? Qr falung? 
Get aut! Now! Even if you're half dead! Wheres 
your gun? Where's your gun?!" 

Al that moment someone darted up to Vesnin 
and breathed fiercely im his ear. “Comrade Divi- 
sional Commissar!” then, without completing: the 
phrase, gripped his arm with iron fingers and 
pulled him down with a panting shout, “Behind 
the car! Por Gud's sake, don’t stand at full height. 
Comrade Divisional Commissar! We've run into 
trouble! Don't know how these tanks got here! 
There wasn'ta sign of them before!” 

It was Major ‘Jiikov, commander o! the escort 
Vesnin realised that he was the man who had 
fred the warning burst and run back from the 
first car after it had been hit. The escort com- 
mander pushed Vesnin protectively towards the 
overturned car, then planted his clbows on the 
bonnct and levelled his tommy gun at the edge 
of the slopc, from which there nuw came a men- 
aciug roar of engines, but Vesnin checked him. 

“Hold your fre, ‘Vitkov! Wait for the tanks 
to go by! Steady now! A tummy gun's no good 
ayainst tanks! .., Wait!" 

“Sorry, Gomrade Divisional Commissar,” “Lit- 
kov panted breathlessly. “lm responsible Jor your 
Life. j:5..” 

“Drop the excuses?” Vesnin cut him short. “I’m 
responsible for my own life!” 
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“There they go! Outtlauking the village on the 
left!” Titkav exclaimed. “They might not see 
as.,.. About twelve of them, with troop carriers.” 

Without his spectacles Vesnin coulel not make 
out the details visible to Vitkoy’s cat-like cyes. 
With sparks belching from their ¢xhausts and 4 
rear of cnygines that drowned cverything. the 
huge dim shapes limbcred over the dark rive and 
into the purply murk of the steppe. passing within 
a hundred metres of the hollow where the car lay 
overturned, Painfully conscious of his own belp- 
lexsness. Vesnin reflected that Bessonoy and 
Deyev at the observation post probably knew 
nothing as yet about these tanks thal had broken 
through on the northwestern outskirts of the 
village. 

Just as he was thinking this, however, a burst 
of tracers swept over the car and Major Titkoy 
xaw what Vesnin was tuo short-siirhted to see. 
About ten Germans were coming down trom the 
top of the rise, evidently a reconnaissance patrol 
sent out to make sure that no one was still alive 
in the car. 

The Germans advanced down the slope cau- 
tiously, Two of them had been left ou the rise 
with a light machine-gun. One was crouching, 
and the other had fred with the barrel resting on 
his back. Titkov, who only a moment ago had 
heen hoping that the Germans might pass with- 
out noticing anything, looked round at Vesnin 
in desperation. But Vesnin silently peeled olf 
his glaves and drew the pistol from bis holster. 
He had guessed the meaning of Titkow’s glance; 
the Germans were coming towards the car. 

“You must get away! Comrade Divisions 
Comnussar, make a dash [for the houses! W 
give you covering fue! Kasvankin. take the com- 
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missar with you! Get up, Kasyankin! Get up, 1 
order you!” 

Colonel! Osin, who had dragged Kasyankin out 
of the car, tried to prop his adjutant against the 
bonnet with his right hand while holding his gun 
in the feft. But Kasyankin slithered back, trying 
to sit down in the snow, whimpering and plead- 
ing insanely. 

“Comrade Colonel... it’s my lev... my leg's 
dislocuted.... I can’t stand!...° Oe struggled 
to free himself from Osin’s iron grip, writhing 
from side ty side, his face distarted and wet with 
tears. 

Vesnin was revolted. 

“Leave him alone!” he said. These terriied 
screams and pleading that spoke of death itself 
had sent a cold shiver down his back. 

With fierce contempt Osin dropped Kusyankin's 
limp body and darted over to Titkov und Vesnin. 
Te gasped out his orders as thaugh all responsi- 
hility rested on him, 

“Comrade Divisional Commissar. you must get 
away to the houses at once! Run or crawl! You'll 
find cover there! It's two hundred metres! Titkov! 
We'll hold out here. Kasyankin’s no good for 
anything,” 

Kasyankin’s stricken wailing was still in Ves- 
nin’s cars; the adjutant now tay in a whuupering 
heap under the car. 

“No, Osin,” Vesnin replied, taking his stand 
behind the car, and released the sufety catch on 
his pistol. “I’m not going to rn anywhere. What's 
the paint? It wonldn’t be any good, Osin.” 

“But don't vou realise, Comrade Divisional 
Commissar!’ Osin shouted. “Don’t you realise?” 
And his white face came very near to Vesnin's. 

“Yes, 1 realise. ... Well face them here, Osin.”’ 
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Vesnin understood everything with a naked cla- 
rity that left no room for reasonable hope. THe 
knew he would never reach the houscs—two 
hundred metres across the snow under this glow- 
ing sky—he knew there was no escape, that the 
very thing thal had happencd to so many others 
had now unbelievably, unexpectedly happencd to 
him. Tt was like a nightmare of mexarably clos- 
ing doors. He knew that the Germans were com- 
ing dawn the slope towards the car, and that this 
hopeless fight that he had accepted because there 
was no alternative would not last long. But he 
stil could not conceive that he might be killed, 
that in an hour, half an hour, everything would 
suddenly disappear and he would ccase ta exist. 

He stood peering short-sightedly, his pistol hand 
resting on the mud-guard of the car, leeling the 
dcad)y cold of the metal not in his hand but in his 
chest. and aware of Titkav’s and Osin's shoulders 
img him roughly on either side. 

With an earth-shaking roar the tanks rumbled 
on across the sleppe, outllanking the village. ‘Uhe 
shadows of the tommy guuners spread out as they 
advanced down the slope. The machine-gun was 
not firing now. Apparently the Gennans had 
merely been probing with these first shots, and 
now they came forward with more confdence, 
calling to one another in indistinct voices. 

“Fire!” Osin commanded with a bitter oath and, 
lying over the mud-guard, fred his first, ugoni 
ingly exposed burst al the approaching figures: 
his rock-jike check and tirmly set jaw gleamed 
momentarily im the stuttering flashes of fire, “Five, 
Titkov! Smash the swine! Don't Ict them get near! 
Cut thern down right away!” 

Titkoy fired a long raking burst to the lelt of 
Vesnin. 
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Saving his cartridges, Vesnin fired twice at the 
dittused shapes againyt the background ol the red- 
dish slope. ‘Che shapes merged instantly with the 
snow, For a moment there was no answering fire, 
then shrieking streams of bullets spurted out of the 
snow, slashing the top of the car. The light 
machine-gun was stil] silent, but the tommy guns 
were firing so close that even the air scemed to 
vibrate. Through the crackle otf shots a voice, 
speaking broken Russian, called tensely, “Russian, 
don't shoot, don’t shoot!” Over his sights Vesnin 
saw a hazy figure rise fram a snowdrift, let off a 
short warning burst, then the cry came again, 
“Russian, kaputt, surrender!” But Vesnin fired 
twice at this hated alien voice that premised mer- 
cy, then fired again, biting his lip and aiming 
carefully, while Osin’s tierce shout reached his 
ears, as if trom far away in 4 mist 

“Go and stuff yourself with your... dapudé! 
Nothing doing. you fascist swine! Nothing doing!” 

When the light machine-gun opened fire at a 
range of twenty metres from the car, Vesnin still 
would not accept the fact that the Germans were 
xo close. He simply rejected the approaching inevi- 
tability and. as he felt the kick of the piste] in his 
hand, he believed, forced himself to belicve. that 
this inevitability would arrive not now, not this 
moment, but when Osin and Litkoy ran out of 
ummunition, and when he himself had only one 
cartridge. Haw many have | got left? he thought, 
instinctively checking the pressure of his finger on 
the trigger. The main thing was to keep calin. not 
to hurry. Titkoy must have spare cartridges. He 
must have, .. . 

“Major 'Titkav, have you—” 

Suddenly he choked. A savage, scorching blow 
in the chest flung him backwards and all that he 
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managed ta sce as the wards died im his throat 
was Major ‘Titkow’s eyes turned towards. him, 
imiely proclaiming some unthinkable misfortune. 

“Comrade Commissar! ... Comrade Cammis- 
sar! ...” 

What did he see in my face? Vesnin wondered 
in surprise at the expression of despcration and 
astonishment in Titkoy’s eyes. With the hand in 
which he had held his pistal he Felt his chest, as 
though to remove the inevitable thing that had 
happened to him. Not now? Not this? Not so soon? 
‘The sudden realisation of what that something 
was. relieved him a [ittle and he tried to look at 
his hand to see if there was any blood on it... - 
But he saw no blood. 

“Comrade Divisional Commissar! Arc you 
wounded? Where? Where is it?” he heard a famil- 
iar and yet totally unfcuniliar yoice growing [aint- 
er and fainter, dying away inte a vast emptiness, 
while crimson waves rose before his eyes and 
rolled over something infinitely huge and glitter- 
ing black, like a hot, charred desert or a low 
southern sky af night. And as he tried desperately 
ta understund what this was, he had a sudden 
poignantly clear vision of himself and_ his 
daughter Nina in the stuffy darkness of a southem 
night on the beach near Sochi, where he had taken 
her after his divorce in 1938. For some reason he 
was wearing while flannels and a solemn black 
jacket, and they were standing together on the 
sands of a completely deserted beach that was 
dotted with the dark, damp shapes of the sun- 
bathing boards, and there was wu stifling bitter 
Iump of shame in his throat, because he knew 
that here, on this beach. after the daytime outings 
with his daughter he would meet the woman who 
was to heeome his second wife. And Nina, with 
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a scnse of something wrong, would cry and lidgct. 
plucking at his white trousers. lifting her small 
tearful face and begging to be taken home to 
mummy in Moscow, “] don't want ta stay here 
any more. daddy, | want to go home. I want 
mummy. "lease. take me... .” 

Ue felt his daughter's plucking, trembling 
fingers, her small weak body pushing against his 
legs, and he longed to tell her that nothing had 
happened, that everything would be all right, hut 
now he could neither speak nor move and the 
ground was sliding away from under him. 

The impact of the machine-gun bullets that had 
killed Vesnin had flung him back two paces, and 
in the brief seconds when he put the hand still 
holding the pistol to the place om his chest that 
had received this uneapected and violent blow he 
was already lying flat on his back in the snow with 
blood flowing trom has throat. 

“Titkov? What's up with the Commissar? What 
is 12” 

Vesnio did not sce or hear Osin stop firing and 
come bounding towards him through the snow 
while Major Titkov kneeling beside bim with hor- 
ror on his face groped at the tattered, soggy frag- 
ments of greatcoat on his chest. Nor did he hear 
Titkov's brict reply and the furious oath that Osin 
thing wildly into the night. 

“Damn and blast the Tun! Major Titkov! We'll 
yet the commisyar out even if he's dead! Kven 
dead! Ts that clear? Pick him up! Make tor the 
houses. Along the ditch! 11 catch vou up!" 

Biting his lips till the bleed flowed, Titkov 
hoisted. Vesnin's riddled body on to bis bread iron 
back, and carricd him away. For a few more min- 
utes Osin lay beside the car, firing at the Ger- 
mans in long bursts and shouting [cartul oaths, 
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and when the German machime-gun fell silent, he 
jumped up, banged on the mudguard with the butt 
of his tummy gun and shouted furiously under the 
dark bottom of the car, whence came muffled, 
delirious moaning sounds. 

“Kasvankin, you dirty coward! People are being 
kied here and you're stil] alive? Yuu want ta 
ctawl before the Germans? Save your hfe? Did 
your leg stop you [rom firiny? Come out of there, 
you scum! Come out!” 

“Comrade Colonel! Please, Comrade Colonel! 
Please. don't! It's not my fault!” Kasyankin 
squalled trom under the car. “Kill mc! Kill me on 
the spot!” 

“Shut up!’ Osin shouted through his clenched 
teeth. “I wouldn't waste a bullet an yor! Come 
out, You coward! Run after Titkov! Come onl 
Before I change my mind!” 

And with a fierce jerk he dragged from under 
the car a shivering lump ot flesh with glazed eyes 
that kept repcating the same thing in Kasyankin’s 
voice. 

“Quiet, vou scum! Get moving!” 

Then Osin himself! made a dash from the car, 
bending low and bounding towards the ditch in 
pursuit of Titkoy who, half running, halt crawl- 
ing. had gone on ahead with the body of Gummis- 
sar Vesnin, which was already beginning to cool. 


Chapter Fighteen 


The battery's sole remaining gun, Ukhanav’s, 
which had survived by a miracle, stood at about 
une and a half kilometres from the charred, shel) - 
torn bridge, and it ended its life at a late hour of 
the night, when all the ammunition brought over 
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from the three ather wrecked guns of the battery 
had been used. 

Neither Kuznetsov nor Ukbanov could have 
known for certain that the tanks of Colonel-Gen- 
eral Hoth’s Army Group had successfully forced 
the River Myshkova in two places on the right 
wing of Bessonav’s army and with unflagging per- 
sistence had by nightfall penetrated deep into the 
defences of Deyev’s division, split it in two and 
closcd in on Cherepanov’s regiment in the north- 
bank sector of the village. But they were well 
aware that some of the tanks—it was hard to say 
how many--had at the close of the day crushed 
the neighbouring battcrics. wiped out the infantry 
battalions in front and to the Jelt, broken through 
to the artillery positions on the bluff. including 
Drozdovsky's battery, and then crossed the bridge 
to the other bank, after which the bridge had 
Cie pomally wrecked and set on fire by “Katyu- 
shas”. 

The hardest thing to understand was that with 
the coming of darkness the fighting had moved 
away and gradually died down behind them. 4 
semicircular red glow had swollen up along the 
whole northern hank. which they had but recently 
regarded as their rear, and yet here, on the south- 
ern bank. in front of the infantry’s horribly gouged 
and rutted first-line trench and the hattery’s 
mangled firing positions, for some incomprehen- 
sible reason, the hghting had also dicd down and 
the attacks had ceased, although cvervthing was 
still a moving mass of Hames with blazing islands 
of synthetic petrol, tanks burning or smouldering 
singly or in charred clusters on the hillocks, troop 
carriers standing with black, gaping shell holes in 
their armour, and the flickering iron skel¢tons of 
Opel lorries which Kuznetsov had not secn during 
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the batile because they had advanced behind the 
tanks. 

The wind was stirring snow flurries on the edge 
of the rayine and fanning clouds uf sparks from 
the smouldering vehicles below; the sharp flying 
fragments of snow and these fires in the stcppe, so 
sinister in their silence, stung fresh tears from 
straining cyes. The three tanks were still smoking 
in front of the hattery’s positions. Greasy smoke 
was swirling ever the charred artneur. and every- 
where there was a nauseating sweetish smell of 
burnt metal, rubber and roasted human Desh. 

Kuznetsov opened his eyes when the overpow- 
ering smell of roasted flesh made him sick. He 
retched and coughed for a long time, Iving over 
the parapet, but lis stomach was empty; there 
was no rclicf and his threat and chest ached from 
the violent spasms, Eventually he wiped his lips 
and slid down from the parapet, strangely unem- 
barrassed that Ukhanov and his crew should have 
witnessed this exhibition of weakness; such things 
simply did not matter anv more. 

It was as though everything he thought and did 
was thought and done not hy him. who had lost al] 
his previous sensations, but by someone else. 
Everything had changed, turned upside down in 
the course of this one day: everything was 
measured now in diferent categurics from those 
of twenty-four hours ago. He had a sense of being 
utterly naked in cvery way. 

“TL can't help it,” he whispered at last. “Pm just 
retching my guts out... .” 

Still unaware of the spreading stillness in Front 
of the battery, he rubbed his aching chest and 
looked reund at the gun crew. He seemed to have 
lost all sense of hearing during the battle. 

Senior Sergeant Ukhanov was sittmg on the 
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firing platform, his head thrown back on the edge 
of the parapet in utter exhaustion. His eyes were 
motionless under halt lowered lids and he seemed 
to he sleeping without closing his eyes. Half an 
hour ago, after Nechayev had shouted that there 
were bo more shells left, he had let out a strange 
laugh and slumped to the ground beside his gun, 
and he was still sitting with the same vacant smile 
on his face, field glasses dangling over his open 
jacket, staring dully at this fresh radiance in the 
sky, and at the occasional tracers on the other side 
of the river, to which the fighting had now shifted. 

The overheated gun barrel was still almost red- 
hot, and bluish sparks from it glimmered and dis- 
appeared in the darkness like glow-worms; snow 
crystals pattered against the shicld. 

“Ukhanay! Can you hear?” Kuznetsov called in 
a low voice. 

Scarecly noticing his call—he had also been 
deafened by the fring —Ukhanov tore his indiffer- 
ent glance away from the glowing sky and stared 
at Kuznetsov, then raised his hand and drew a cir- 
See in the air. Kuznetsov nodded his throbbing 

eal, 

“Maybe,” he muttered. and slowly scanned the 
faces of the crew to sec whether they realised how 
the battle had ended. 

Of the whole crew only two were left— 
Nechayey and Chibisov Utterly exhausted, 
deprived by hours of fighting of all sense of reali- 
ty, physically and mentally numbed. they heard 
nothimg and asked nothing. Gun-layer Nechayey 
was still knecling at the gun-sight. his forehead 
resting in the crook of his arm. His mouth kept 
opening im uncontrollable nervous ya@mns, as 
though he could never have enough air. Chibisov 
was crouching on the other side of the gun, 
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hunched up in his grcatcoat. Only a fraction of 
his bluish face, covered with dirtv stubble, showed 
from under his collar and cap comforter. His 
moaning and his exhausted gulping indicated that 
he, too, could not recover his breath. 

“God Almighty, I cant stand it any more... 
I cam’t stand it... .” 

Kuznetsov Inoked at Chibisov as he reiterated 
this deliriouy prayer. Vis damp body in sweat- 
soaked underclothes and tunic was losing heat 
rapidly and the wind scemed to cut straight 
through his greatcoat. Nechayev’s suffocated 
yawning and the gusts of biting cold mingled with 
the unremitting sweetish smell of roasted tlesh 
sent a shiver of cramp through his jaws. He swal- 
lowed disgustedly and walked over ta Chibi- 
ov, 

“You aren't Hl, are you, Chibisov?” he asked in 
a whisper. “How do you feel?” And he turned 
the collar back from Chibisov's face. 

A round, terrified eye looked up huntedly, then 
blinked in recognition and assumed a more human 
expression, and Chibisov's voice was heard rous- 
ing himselt, 

“Tm all right, Comvade Lieutenant! Right as 
rain! Never you worry about me! Shail 1 get up? 
1 can still shoot. . 

“There's nothing to shoot with,” Kuzneisoy said, 
vaguely remembering Chibisoy in action—the 
hands snatching at the breech lever, the mortally 
harassed face, fratned in the cap comforter which 
he had not taken off since the march, and cspecial- 
ly the back, cringing. prepared for the worst. He 
had probably been as good as any other breech 
operator, but that cringing back had stung Kuznet- 
sov to contemptuous pity and he had lenged to 
shout, “What are you crmging for?” But some- 
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how he had remembered the fact that Cribisov 
was twice his age, and that he had five chil- 
dren. 

“It's all over for the time being. Chibisov. Have 
atest.” he said, and turned away with a sick [cel- 
ing rising ia his throat. Suddenly he was over- 
whelmed by the utter desolation all round. 

Just one gun, all that was left of the battery, 
with no shells, and four guoners, including him- 
self, had been destined by some whim of fate to 
survive that day and evening of unceasing batile, 
to live a little longer than the rest. But there was 
no joy in their survival. It was so obvious that the 
Germans had broken through the defence, that 
fighting was continuing in the rear, behind them; 
and ahead there were also German tanks that had 
merely halted their attacks at nightfall And now 
the gun had not a single shell lett. Aftcr all that 
he had endured in the past twenty-four bours, be 
had yomehow, like a sick nan, passed an invisible 
crisis point. And this new, almost subconscious 
feeling revived the destructive, intoxicating 
hatred, the delight in his own strength which had 
kept him guing while he was shooting at the tanks 
and could sec them burning. 

It’s a kind of delirium. What's come over me? I 
scem to be sorry the fighting is over. Lf 1 ne longer 
believe J shall be filled, 1 probably shal] be killed! 
Today or tomorrow. ... 

The thought brought a wry smile to his lips. He 
still could not cope with this new half-com- 
prchended fecling. 

“Lieutenant. ... Heh, Licutenant! Ave we going 
fo stay alive, Licutenant, or give up the ghost 
altogether? L could cat a bloody horse! Pm starv- 
ing! What are you all so quiet about? All asleep? 
You still alive. Lieutenant?” 
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Jt was Senior Sergeant Ukhanov. He ripped the 
uscless ficld-glasses off his neck and tossed them 
on to the parapet. Drawing his quilted jacket 
round him, be stood up unsteudily and began 
knocking one foot azainst the other. Then without 
more ado, he aimed a kick at Nechaycv’s boot. 
The gun-layer was still kneeling oyer the gun- 
sight with his face buried in the crowk of his arm, 
assailed by its of yawning. 

“What's all the yawning for, sailor? No good 
wasting vour time like this!” 

But Nechayev did not stir, did not answer, did 
net step yawning. He was in a state of lethargry. 
The noise of tank engines was still roaring im his 
cars. Blood-red spurts of tame were scorching his 
eve from between the crossed wires of the gun- 
sight, and for every death-inviting shot his hands 
darted to the handwheels of the aiming mecha- 
nism, caressing and hating them at the sare time. 
In the hours that he had remained crouched over 
the sight he had swallowed so much explosion gas 
that his lungs were crying out for air. There was 
also the cffect on his nerves. 

“Tell him a tale or two about the women and 
hell soon perk up,” Ukhanav suggested without 
inalice, and kicked the gun-layer's boot again. 

harder, “Can you feel me, Nechayev? Wakey. 
wakcy! There are women walking around here in 
dro 


“Leave him alone, Ukhanoy,’ Kuznetsov said 
wearily. “Let him be. Don’t bother anvone. Just 
stick around here for a bit.” He straightened his 
pistol holstcy mechanically. “T1l be back soon. Tl 
just take a turn round the battery. if there are no 
Germans about. J want to sce what's gomy on.” 

Ukhanov slapped his mittens together and 
shrugged his drooping shoulders. 
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“Want io see what's leff? Zero times zero. 
Nanght. And we're the hole in it. And all round 
there are German tanks. ‘This way, thal way. 
behind us. ‘Lhey've broken through. What a spot 
to be in, ch? The Germans at Stalingrad are 
encircled, and they've got us in a sing here, Toye- 
ly day. wasn’t it? They say there's no such place 
as hell. Its a lie! Still, on the whole, Lieutenant, 
we've been Jucky!’ he idea of Juck seemed te 
cheer Ukhanoy considerably. “We ought te be 
sending up a little prayer. 

“Who to?” Kuznetsov glanced once more at the 
sluriped figures of Nechayey and Chibisoy beside 
the gun trails, and added, “Ti the tanks start again 
at night they !] roll right over us here. We haven't 
got a shell to stop them with and no room 
for retreat. So you'd better pray they don’t 
move.” 

“You're telling me.” Ukhauoy chuckled. then 
finished seriuusly. “What do you suggest, Lienten- 
ant?” 

“Tl go and took at the other guns, then we'll 
decide.” 

“(lel decide? You and [? What about Droz- 
dovsky? Where's our batiery commander? How 
can we get in touch with the O.P.?” 

“Yes, you and I will decide. Who else?” Kuz- 
netsow affirmed. “What's puzzling you?” 

“Let's go and have a look ai the guns.” Ukha- 
nov slung his tommy gun over his shoulder, “We'll 
just have a look round. Though it’s clear enough 
we're cut off as it is. There’s one fuuny thing 
though. It’s seven Imnodred metres from here to the 
village ahcad and there docsn't seem to be a single 
German about.” 

“They've accupied the village. Why should 
they shek wround im the open steppe™ What's 
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seven hundred metres for 4 tank? I suppose they 
think there's na one left here. Specially as they've 
forced the river.” 

“You're a queer chap, Ticutenant, but vou'll da. 
You're all right to Aght with.” 

“That's nice ta hear. ‘Lry again. PM melt if you 
pay me any more compliments.” 

“Fair cnuugh. I get you. By the wav, what's 
happened te oar medical lass? Where is she? Still 
alive? ai 

“Yes. In the dug-out with the wounded. She was 
carrying wounded back from your own gun. Didn't 
you notice?" 

“Didn't notice anything but tanks, Couldn't 
think about anyLhing else either.” 

When they deft the emplacement and set out 
along the narrow communication trench, the 
silence closed in on them. crushing them with its 
leaden weight. Kuznetsov was the lirst to halt. It 
was as if he had water in his ears. Ukhanov halted 
bchind him. Now there was not even the rustle of 
his clothes and the sound of his footsteps. The 
incredible stillness was ouly intensified by a short 
machine-gun burst far away on the other 
bank. ‘Lhe gun broke off and the night be- 
came guite numb and dead. Nathing but an 
irritating buzzing im the cars, Then Ukbanov’s 
voice seemed to prube the stillness, “What did 
you hear, Lieutenant? German machine-gun in 
(he rear?” 

“Have you got a buzzing in your ears, Ukha- 
nov?” Kuzmelsoy removed his cap doubtfully. un- 
willing to believe he was quite deaf. “Can you 
hear anything?” 

“I've got g1 rasshoppers i in my head, Licutenunt. 
After all that gunfire.” 

“And nothing else?” 


“T can hear enough to tcl that the fighting has 
stopped on the cther bank. Do you think they ve 
broken right through? 

“It’s so quiet everywhere." 

“Dead quiet,’ Ukhanov said. “Looks as if 
they've broken the front and are chasing our chaps 
to Stalingrad, while we're left behind here all by 
oursclves.... Look at the northeasi, Lieuienant. 
That glow is over Stalingrad. About thirty kilo- 
metres from here.” 

“Listen! . 2." Kuznetsov leaned forward on the 
parapet, listening warily. “Someone ont there is 
shouting, ... Or is it, jusl my ears?” 

THe thought he had heard a human ery from 
somewhere beyond the infantry trenches. It had 
broken off at once in the stillness, among the 
reddish snows. Holding his breath, Kuznetsov 
removed his cap and Hstened through the high- 
pitched buzzing in his ears, and stared at the glow 
that had broken out in strange silence along the 
far bank, at the fait radiance in the northeast, 
towards Stalingrad, at the flickering bontires of 
metal all along this bank und in front of the bat- 
tery—nothing but fires, wind, snow crystals, the 
vaguely menacing shapes of gutted troop carriers 
and tanks on the hillecks. 

“They can't have broken through to Stalin- 
evrad,” Kuznetsoy said quietly. 

He must have imagined that human cry, he told 
himself, and drew a deep breath. Not a single 
shot. Not a movement. Not a sound. The whole 
earth seemed dead. It had breathed its last and 
was lying cold and stiff in the bitter wind. in this 
deathly, desert-like radiance. and the two o! them 
here and the other two they had left exhausted by 
ihe wim, only four altogether. were alune in the 
warld with only death and desolation all round. 
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The frigid stillness of this deathly December night 
was unnerving. 

“I must have imagined it,” he said, putting on 
his cap and twisting his lips into a smile. “You're 
right. It’s those damn grasshoppers.” 

They started off again along the communication 
trench. Their foutsteps, the rustle of their cluthes 
were at least some sign of lite. 

“It we've started fancying things. Lieutenant,” 
Ukhanoy said with a Jaugh. “our prospects are 
not very goad. Still, it could have been a wounded 
German moaning. Or one of ovr own infantry.” 

“T shouldn't think there are many left. The 
tanks were at work on them all day. We ought ta 
go and have a look.” 

“IT get you, Lieutenant. And you ought to get 
in touch with the observation post. Maybe Droz- 
dovsky has some contact with the commander.” 

“We'll inspect the battery first, then decide just 
what we can do.” Kuznetsov walked on a few 
steps, then said in a strange voice, ““Chubarikoy's 
gun,... There's one thing I can’t understand— 
how was it they didn’t see that tank coming?” 

“f{ can’t understand that cither. I fired when it 
was right in front of the parapet,” Ukhanov 
reflected aloud, “Perhaps they were all wounded 
before it turned on them.” 

“Tsaw you open fire.” 

They were quite near the cun now. 

This place had formerly been known as the 
sccond gun position, commanded by Junior Ser- 
geant Chubarikoy. This was where Kuznetsov had 
been in the morning. when the first tank attack 
started. Now the designation was meaningless. The 
tank had twisted the cun under its stcel tracks and 
flung it aside, and now the black hulk towered 
monster-like over the shattered parapets, the boots, 


oa —1bH 253, 


the seraps of grewtcoats and quilted jackets stick- 
ing out of the ground. the splintered remains of 
shell crates. No one had got away in time. 

Everything was twisted, scorched, rigid. Every- 
thing reeked of charred metal. of the powder 
fumes that had eaten deep into the snew, ot 
scorched paint. The wind whistled like a wild 
thing as it played in the rents of the buckled, fro- 
zen gun-shield, which now dangled against a tank 
track that seemed to be wrapped in dirty rags. 
Its solitary metallic scraping sounded eerily in the 
darkness. 

The black frost-scared metal of the tank and 
the mangled gun carried such an atmosphere of 
death that Kuznetsoy felt the skin on his checks 
tighten and icy shivers run down his spine. 

How had it happened? Why hadn't they fred 
soon enough? 

With a strangled feeling in his throat, with a 
sense of his own puilt—-why had he lett their gun? 
—Kurnetsov tried to understand how those [atal 
seconds had passed when he and Zova had been 
firing at the tanks from Daylatvan’s position, He 
tricd to imagine the scene. Had they tried to fire? 
What had been their expressions, their actions 
as the hlazing tank reared up over the para- 
peti 

Ile had seen it happen from atur. when he had 
heen powerless to do anything. Those few brief 
seconds had wiped out the whole crew, men of his 
platoon whom he had not vet begun to know prop- 
erly: Junior Sergeant Chubarikov, with his inno- 
cently Tong neck, like the stem of 4 sunflower, 
and with ihat childish way of rubbing his cyes 
and saving. “My eyes are full of dirl”; and gun- 
Jayer Yevstigneyev, precise, efficient, with his 
calm. unhurried back and the crooked trickle of 
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blood from his damaged cardruta. “Shout your 
orders lnuder, Gowrade Lieutenant! Louder!” 

He could sil] remember those glances, those 
voices, and their destruction scemed ta be some 
sort ol trick. Surcly he would see therm, hear them 
again,... He would have to, because he hadn't 
got to know these men properly, hadn't had time 
to understand them, to malce them his friends. 

His face and hands froze but still he stood there, 
condemning himself for something he could not 
have prevented and trying do recall what had 
happened in those final seconds. to understand it 
all, 

But what he saw in the cun-pit—the remains o! 
his crew, dark, shapcless forms that needed no 
burial because they were buricd already—an- 
swered him only with the silence of death. No ane 
could reply hut they. and they were no more. And 
the only sound was the [aint clanking of the 
buckled gun-shield as it scraped against the steel 
track of the tank. 

Kuznetsov raised his chilled face. Behind him 
the sharp clang ot a shovel had cut through the 
silence. Ukhanov, his dark silhouette rising and 
falling against the glowing horizon, was lunging 
al the ground im the recess for shells. 

Kuznelsov went up to him quietly and watched. 
‘he sergeant was digging up a prosirate body. Its 
hands were clutching something. the back of the 
greatcoat had been torn to shreds, probably by 
machine-cun fire from the tank at point-blank 
range, 

“Who is it?” Kuznetsov asked huykily. “Who 
is at, Ukhanoy?” 

In silence Ukhanoy lifted the rigid body by its 
shoulders, pulled it away from something grey 
and Mat, and lurned if face upwards. ‘Lhe dead 
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man’s Tealures were unrccogmisable under a fro- 
zen crust of soil. The grey, flat objcect was a crate 
of shells. 

“Shell carricr, ° Ukhanoy said, and with a husky 
sigh drove the shovel into the ground as if it were 
a crow-bar. “Got him in the back. When he was 
picking up a shell, | expect. | just can’t make out 
how they missed that tank, Licutenant. Or were 
they all wounded?’ He shook his head. ‘ They still 
had some shells left, didn’t they? And Chuharikov 
and Yevstigneycy were dead shots! That tank was 
on fire already!” 

Kuznetsov was struck by the anger, the nepa- 
tion, the ficree dissent in Ukhanovs voice, as 
though these men who could not answer him were 
themselves to blame for their own deaths and he 
could nof lorgive them. Kuznetsov said hoarsely. 
“We don't know what happened. Who can you 
blame?” 

“T can’t forgive myself.’ Ukhanov jerked the 
shell crite out ool the recess, and heaved it violent- 
ly on to the parapet. “I ought to have lired twice! 
But there were about seven tanks coming at me! 
| spotted that onc, though, the one that got Chu- 
barikoy. It was tight in my sights for a moment!” 
He stepped out of the recess and glanced at the 
dark shape of the dead man. ‘“Uhanks, boys, for 
the shells anyway! Where shall | bury him, Lieu- 
tenant?” 

“In the recess,” Kuznetsov replied, “VII go over 
to Daylatyan’s guns.” 

The second platoon’s position was also a sham- 
bles, pitted with shell holes and gaping bomb 
craters. Splinters lay so thick an the ground that 
they crunched undertoot. The position no longer 
existed. The desolate, hopeless spot where it had 
once been was marked only by the churned-up 
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parapets of the gun-pits, the scattered empty shell 
cases, and the onc gun with the punctured connter- 
recoil cylinder from which Kuznetsov had fired. 
The trench behind it. where Kuznetsov had taken 
cover with sigmaller Syyatoyv. had caved in under 
a direct hit. fis foot caught on a brokeu telephone 
wire, and he felt its unresisting limpness as it 
dragged uselessly alter him with sudden agonising 
poignancy, 

The grimmest realisation of all] was not the cx- 
periences of the day's firhting but this sudden 
isolation, this overpowering stillness. as if he were 
wandering in an upturned graveyard and there 
was no one else alive in the whole world. 

Fle vetarned to Chubarikov’s gun, hurrying to 
see and hear Ukhanoy. They must decide what to 
do and in what order. They would haye to move 
the shells, try to get in touch with the 0.P., look 
for Zoya, tind out about her and the wounded in 
the sheltcr, Daylatyan and the others. 

There was no sign of Ukhanov near the charred 
hulk of the tank nor in the ammunition recess. The 
wind was still whistling playfully through the 
gashed metal, and the shovel jutting out of a fresh 
mound of soil proyided yet another daunting sym- 
bo! of his utter isolation, 

“Ukhanov!” 

There was no answer. Kuznetsov shouted again. 
louder. 

“Ukhanoy! Can’t you hear me?” 

The response came from bevond the parapet. 

“Lieutenant, come over here!” 

“Where are you, Ukhanov?” 

Kuznetsov took the precaution of unbuttoning 
hts holster, then climbed on to the parapet and 
made his way among the shell holes in the direc- 
tion of the shout. It was very quiet. No flures were 
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foing up. The steppe in front of the hattery with 
its dotied fires secmed to stretch away to the ends 
of the earth; the wind was loaded with the stench 
of scorched metal and it was hard to believe that 
the ground bevond the parapet was deserted. He 
could make out Ukhanos’s figure moving on the 
faintly Juminous snow ahead, appearing and dis- 
appearing among the dark shapes of the three 
crippled tanks not far away. 

“What have you found there, Ukbanov?” 

“Look at these dead Huns, Lieutenant!” 

Powdery snow was whirling in the wind and the 
decp ruts left by the tank tracks were already 
coated round the edges. It took Kuznetsoy some 
time to spot not far from his own guns the badies 
of several German soldicrs whom death had struck 
down in various attitudes, probably when they 
were trying to crawl or tun away from their 
burning tank. ‘They lay like logs frozen into the 
snow, reflecting the pinkish glow of the sky. their 
black overalls still famtly visible in the surround- 
ing whiteness. 

Kuznetsov went forward a few paces and, 
asvailed by a curiosity which he could ncither 
understand nor resist, pecred inte the face of the 
nearest German, He was lying on his back with 
his chest unnaturally distended and both hands 
clutching at the belt over his overalls, and ander 
those hands there was something black and shiny 
that Kuznetsov did not at once recognise as a 
hlnad-stained leather helmct. The dead man’s bare 
head was also thrown back. ‘The we-encrusted chin 
was julting in the air, the long hair was frozen in 
thin strands to the snow, and the white youthful 
face was staring up ai the sky in a frozen grimace 
of surprise. as though the lips were about to 
whistle or cry out. while the Icft side of this 
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plaster-like face, not vel powdered with snow, 
gleamicd a pure violet, and fram the depths of the 
hotror-struck eye there shone a glassy brightness 
—the reflected radiance of the sky. 

Judging by the shoulder straps. he was an off- 
cer. Chere was a shell hole three paces away: he 
had been hit in the stomach by splinters fram the 
exploding shell, 

Who killed him? T or Ukhanov? Whose shel] 
was it? Minc or his? What was he thinking, what 
was he hoping when he tried to ram us? Kuznetsov 
starcd at the horror-struck boyish face, acutely 
aware af the invulnerability of this othcr man’s 
secrct, and of the dry metallic smell] of death close 
at hand, Apparently the German had died in ago- 
ny, yet his pistol holster was fastened 

During that first fighting near Roslayl, Kazct- 
sov had offen imagined himself lying dead like 
this on the battlefield, and in his mind’s eye had 
scen a German soldier approach and touch his 
body scornfully and roughly with his boot. Tt had 
made him desire ouly one thing—to be hit in the 
head, in the temple. His worst fear had been that 
a mortal wound mighi leave on his face a grimace 
of suffering. the inhuman erin of fear that was ta 
be scen on many faces of the dead, and that in 
some way profaned their death. And to save him- 
self from this indignity. he had always kept one 
last cartridge in his pistol. believing in it almost 
superstitiously. Tt kept up his self confdence 

Yes, he must have jumped out when the tank 
was hit. That means he still didn't believe be 
would be killed. He thought he could get away, 
Even when that shell exploded three paces away 
he could still think and Iccl pain and press his 
helmet to the wound. 

Lantalised by the eternal, inexplicable riddle of 
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death, Kuznetsoy bent down somewhat hesitantly 
and, without removing his woollen glove, tried ta 
unfasten the frozen black, snow-polished holster. 
‘The leather was coated with ice and at first he 
could not fmd the catch, but when it yiclded to his 
touch and he removed the snugly fitting pistol from 
its creaking leather sheath, he suddenly noticed a 
smell of congealed oil, vaguely reminiscent of 
human sweat. 

Onlv this morning Chubarikoy and this German 
were still alive. Then the German attacked with 
his tank and killed Chubarikov and all his crew. 
‘Then a shell from one of my or Ukhanov’s guns 
killed this German. None of us knew this morning 
that we should kill cach other like this. When f 
was firing. { hated all these tanks and hated every- 
once ip them, And this German? What did he hate? 

Catching his breath, Kuznetsov looked again 
at the dead man, the thin. boyish face contorted 
in suffering, in the final astonishinent of death; 
the murky reflection of the sky in the glazed eves, 
the hands clutching the helmet to his stomach. If | 
must dic | hope I don’t die like that, Kuanctsov 
thought again and, overcoming his repugnance, 
pushed the heavy German piste} into his pocket; 
alter all, it was a weapon. He also glanecd at two 
more dead Germans, Apparently they werc from 
the same crew and had jumped out of the tank 
atter their commander; but he did not examine 
them clasely. 

What was that? His imagination playing tricks 
again? 

He had heard quite plainly the whme of an 
engine and the faint clanking of caterpillar tracks 
some distance away. on the hillucks in front of the 
hattery. The sound died away and was followed 
at once by an anxious shout from Ukhavav. 
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“Lieutenant, aver here. Quick, come over here!’ 

Kuznetsoy ran forward towards the three 
crippled tanks, jumping over the frozen hummocks 
round the shell holes and saw the fiznre of the ser- 
geant silhouetted against the distant fires. crouch- 
ing beside the furthest tank. 

“What is it? What did you see, Ukhanov?” he 
asked breathlessly. 

“YT think there’s somcone alive out there. Lieu- 
tenant.” 

He could make out Likhanoy quite clearly in 
the gloom with his tommy gun lying in readiness 
on the tank’s broad tracks; at his [eet stood a 
rounded leather case of obviously German ap- 
pearance. Ukhanov had tucked his mittcns into 
the front of his jacket and was blowing on his 
fingers to warm them. Ie shot a quick glance at 
Kuznetsov out of the corner of his eye. 

“Look over there. And listen.... Yes, over 
there, Lieutenant. See those two wrecked carricrs 
on the rise. Can’t vou sce anvthing?”’ 

“Not A thing! T theaght F heard an engine 
though.” 

“That’s right! There was! Now look! See that 
torch flashing? Did you sce it?” 

{t might have been a torch or the flame of a 
lighter, but there was certainly a glimmer of light 
between the two ciippled hulks looming on the 
edge of the ravine. Then something scemed to 
move. Several figures, hazy in the gloum, filed out 
into the steppe, carrying something long and dark 
and, as they emerged from the shadows, they 
stood out quite plainly in the glow from the sky. 

“Yes, they're Huns all right.” Kuznetsoy whis- 
pered. 

“The blighters are up to somcthing.” Ukhanoy 
breathed in his ear. 
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The light glimmered again briefly. as though 
shielded by a greatcoat, and in reply to this sig- 
nal an engine broke into a muffled roar in the 
ravine and a tracked vehicle crawled oul towards 
the wrecked carriers, stopped and cut its engine. 
The figures moved towards it at once, carrying 
their long dark burden, busied themselves there 
for a few minutes, then filed away ta the left of 
the carriers and dispersed round the charred hulks 
of tauks, keeping at u distance from one another, 
appearing and disappearing in the folds of the 
ground. There were no further torch flashes. 

“Thev're up to something, J.teutenant,” Ukha- 
nov repeated. “TI don’t get it at all. What shall we 
do? I’ve got a whole disk of ammo in my gun, and 
its a grand gun.” Ukhanoys eyes darted like 
quicksilver over Kuznetsow's face. “We'll just let 
them gct a bit nearer, then blast the lot of them to 
hell. There re only about a dozen altogether.” 

“Hold your fire!” Kuznetsov puided Ukhanoy’s 
hand warningly away from the submachine-gun. 
“Wait! Let's see what they're doing. They're 
either medical orderlies or a burial squad. T.ooks 
as if they’re out looking for their dead.” 

Again the shielded light glimmercd faintly in 
the stcppe over the ravine, then the engine started 
and the rectangular shape crept along the cdge of 
the ravine to the left, its tracks grinding stealthily; 
the dim figures appeared again on the snow, 
carried something to the vehicle and put it 
aboard. 

Ukhanoy leaned forward on the tank track. 
observing the steppe and warming his hands at 
the same time. 

“Yes, looks like they re death's helpers. Miecking 
up their stitts,” he said decidedly. “Well, what 
shall we do, Lieutenant?” 
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Kuznetsov listened frowning; all was quiet 
ugain. The Germans and their vehicle were about 
three hundred metres away. 

“Hold your fire,’ he repeated without much 
assurance. “Medical arderlies or burial squad. 
they're not tanks. Let them gel on with it.” ITe 
stood musing for a moment. “To hell with them! 
We won't tash into u fight for nothing. Let's go 
back to the gun.” 

“You're missing a chance! They don’t suspect 
we're here. Two bursts and they'd be finished! 
We're sitting pretty. What about it, eh? Shall we 
have a go?” Ukhanov winked, “Just to stop’em 
creeping around.” 

“Wold your fire. T said! There’s no point in 
shooting at a burial squad. You may pick off a 
couple—hut what do you gain? We're short of 
ammunition as it is, Do you think the fighting’s 
over? Look at the village out there. And behind 
yau too!” 

“All right, o0 need to read the riot act, T.ieuten- 
ant,’ 

Tugging the mittens out of his jacket, Ukha- 
noy did nat even glance in the direction Kuznet- 
sov was pointing, either at the half-burnt village 
ahead and to the right. or at the northern 
bank behind them. also occupied by the Ger- 
mans. 

“C pet you!” he said appeasingly, and pulled 
on his mittens. “Did you notice my loot?” He 
patted the braad helt with two German pistols on 
it buckled round his jacket, and picked up the 
rounded leather travelling bag. “Mound it m a 
wrecked carricr. It smells of smoked sausage in- 
side. That won't do us any harm. And this 1s for 
you, Lieutenant—for your grit. Take it as a pres- 
ent fram your gun conunander.”” 
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Ukhanov unbuckled the belt and began to slide 
off a massive shiny pistol holster, but Kuznetsov 
stopped him. 

“Keep it for someonc in the crew. I’ve got one 
already.” He tapped the bulging pocket of his 
greatcoat and remembered the smell of oil that 
resetubled human sweat. “They give that kind of 
present to clerks in the rear. So come on.” 

Ukhanov laughed coolly. 

“TIonestly. up till today 1 thought you were a 
sissy intellectual type. You do blush at times, don't 
you? But yan've got quite a grip, boy! Where's it 
all come from? Only just out of sccondary school, 
aren't you?” 

“You repeat yourself, Ukhanow. (ve heard all 
this before. Do you want me to tell you my life 
story?” 

“Answer the question—are vou straight out of 
secondary school or have you been to college? We 
were in different batteries while we were training. 
(only saw you from a distance.” 

“From secondary school. Wasn't it the same 
for vou?” 

“No, Licutenant. I only had seven years at 
school, then out IT went. It secms I'm three years 
older than vou.” 

“How do you mean?” 

“T left school when I was fifteen. I'd been read- 
ing about Nat Pinkerton and Sherlock Holmes and 
I had a lucky break. I got a job in the CLD. in 
Leningrad. Unele’s influence. He was in it too. 
Nice jolly life it was. 1 lost this tooth in a dust- 
up we had on one of our raids.” 

“Bounds jolly.” 

“T mean it. It was a job im a million. 1 used to 
deal with crooks, thieves and all the other riff- 
raff you know nothing about. 1 had some close 
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shaves but | liked it. That life’s just a mystery to 
you. 

“Yes, itis. What went wrong for you at training 
school? Why didn’t they give you a commission?” 

Ukhanovy laughed. 

“Believe it or not, T took a spot of French Icave 
just before the passing out parade and, when I 
was coming in, [ bumped into the battalion com- 
mander. Remeinher the window in the first lat 
near the guard house? Well, [ was just climbing 
in, and there was the major perched like an eagle 
on the john.” 

“You picked a goud time to take French leave!” 

“Now don’t ask childish questions, Lieutenant, 
1 took it and that’s that. But don’t you see the 
comic side? 1 came in through that window and, 
instead of demy a bunk, I just couldn't help langh 
ing at the sight of the major in such an expnsed 
position. Tle glared at me and | just stood there 
on the windosw-sill hke a fool, sptitting my sides 
with laughter. Then. of course. there was a real 
hullabaloo. He got the platoon second -in-com- 
mand, Drozdoysky, out of bed and Drozdovsky 
was a model second-in-command in all respects, 
so it was quick march to the guard-hoase for me. 
Don’t you believe it?” 

“No.” 

“Welt, that’s up to you.” Ukhanov's. steel- 
capped tooth gleamed in a smile. 

Ahead of them, on the northern bank. where the 
glow in the sky was gradually paling, several gun 
shots boomed out over the river, followed by a 
burst of German automatic firc, then all was quict 
again. No response came from the southern 
bank, 

“What's that liring?” Kuznetsov became sudden- 
ly alert, then after a pause asked inconsequen- 
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tially, “What do you think of Drozdoysky? Tle 
really was a perfect seeond-in-commiand. .. .” 

“He's got a grand bearing, Iieutenant. And 
he’s efficient and smart, that boy ix. But why do 
you ask? What's up between you two?” 

Swaying a few dry stalks of grass. the wind 
blew hard in their backs from the edge of the 
ravine where the burial squad was at work. Kuz- 
netsovy turned up his collar grimly against the 
freezing wind. 

“Do you know Low Sergunenkov was killed? It 
was mad! Simply mad! I can’t bear to think of it 
and yet [can’t forget it!” 

“Whai exactly.” 

“Drozdovsky came rumning over to the gun 
when that self-propelled mount had smashed the 
recoil mechanism and ordered him to go out and 
destroy the mount with grenades, Yes—with gre 
nades! And that meant crawling about a hundred 
and fitty metres across open ground. Of course, he 
was a sitting duck for their machine-gun.” 

“So our young battery commander thought he 
could fight with grenades, did he? What could a 
squib like that do, I'd like to know. Graze onc of 
the tracks, that’s all.... Hold on a minute, Lieu- 
tenant. let’s take the shells with us.” 

They stopped at Chubarikov’s wrecked position 
and again the stench of scorched metal, the monot- 
onous tapping of the buckled gun-shield against 
the tank track, and the solitary jutting shovel 
where the shell carrier with the unrecognisable 
face was buried, brought back the misery, the de- 
struction, the sense of isolation and death. [he 
powdery snow lay in white patches but it still had 
not covered the black nakedness of the gashcd and 
gaping carth. From behind his upturned collar 
Kuznetsoy watched the snow drifting over the 
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bent gun trail, noticed the unbelievably fresh and 
clear footmarks left by Ukhanov’s beets in the 
recess, and found himself hating this indillerent 
whiteness of the snow with an intensily thal made 
his lips tremble. 

With a grunt Ukhanov heaved the crate of 
shells on to his back, and they returned in silence 
to their gun. 


Chapter Nineicen 


From the trench by the gun came a terrified 
shout: “Halt, who is it? TI] fire... 2 

“Go ahead then, but make it quick,” Ukhanoy 
responded derisively and dumped the shell crate 
between the gun trails. © “Halt, who gocs there!’ 
That's what you ought to shout, Chibisov. And 
baw] it out loud. Make their knees shake. Core on 
now, let's bear you holler!” 

“l can't.... t can’t, Comrade Sergeant... . 
‘Phey're shooting. Honest they are,’ Chibisov 
mutbled from the trench in a voice that scemed 
to shiver and sob at the same time. “] was light- 
ing up just now and—bash!—just over my head 
and into the parapet, And what a burst it was!” 

“Where are they shooting from?” Kuznetsov 
asked sternly. unable to see Chibisov as he 
approached the trench, 

‘The gun loomed drearily on the tring pkitform, 
ag if it had long since becn abandoned by its crew. 
It was covercd with a fappmg cape. The pile of 
empty shell cases between the splayed gun trails, 
the snow creeping into the cracks of the parapet, 
the whole desolate scene was tinged with viclet 
from the glow on the tar bank. Chibisow’s shiver- 
ing voice mumbled from the darkness, “Kecp 
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low... keep low... They've spotted the gun,... 
They're shooting. . ..” 

Chibisoy kept to the trench, a dim shape stirring 
against the earthen wall, and Kuznetsov shouted 
in a tone of command that he himself found irri- 
tating. “What are you hurrewmg for, Chibisov? 
I couldn't see you with a telescupe. Come out of 
there! Where's Nechayey?” 

But as soon as he uttered this rough command 
he tclt ashamed and embarrassed to sec Chibisey 
scramble out of the trench, make a dive for Lhe 
gun trail and crouch there, glancing round warily 
at the other bank; his ill-fitting greatcoat was 
rucked up round his shoulders and his tnangular 
unshaven little face pecred out from his cap com- 
forler in expectation of danger: he held his car- 
bine like a stick. How on earth had he managed 
to survive the day's fighting. Kuznetsov wondered, 
remembering the scene during the bombing, when 
the mice, unearthed by a splinter, had jumped 
squealing on to Chibisoy's crouching back. What 
had he been muttering then? Ah yes, “My chil- 
dren. ... I've got children.” 

“ve been keeping watch, Comrade Licutenant. 
Nechayey, he’s in the shelter... they re all there. 
Medical Instructor Zoya, Rubin... ‘Valking about 
something. We're under fire from the other bank. 
I just flicked my lighter once and a bullet smacked 
night into the parapet. You ought to keep your 
head down. You never know... .” 

“Where exactly do the shots come from?” Kuz- 
netsov asked. 

“From the far bank, Camrade Lieutenant. 
Theyre quite near, in those houses over there. 
They can sec our gun.” 

Chibisov’s timid, apulogetic explanation, his 
scruffy little face, shunting its glance trom him to 
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Ukhanov, his foolish—or perhaps wise?—anxiety, 
his warming, ail seemed completely alien, like 
something out. of a different life, and Kuznetsoy 
econld not feel hig former pity for Chibisov. 

“You notice the snipers on the other bank, but 
you tniss what's going on right under you nose,” 
he said irritably. “Do you cal] that keeping a look- 
out?” 

“What?” Chibisov strained forward anxiously. 
“What did you say, Comrade Lieutenant?" 

“Keep a closer watch on the top of the ravine. 
There’s a German burial squad at work there. 
Uhey've picking up their dead, Don’t look over 
your shoulder all the time or the Germans will 
snatch the gan from under your nose.” 

“Well, we can soon check up on the snipers 
you say are shouting from the other bank,’ Ukha- 
noy said and, after an unhurried pause, com- 
manded good-naturedly, “Keep down behind the 
parapet, Lieulenant! And you dive into the 
trench, Chibisov. Quick about it! You say they're 
potting al any light they see? Well. here we are.” 

With the air of a conjuror he took his lighter 
out of his pocket, hefted it on his palm and signed 
to Chibisoy, who at once went scrambling into the 
fox-hole, Kuznetsov stood dully wondering what 
this sas all for. 

“Keep your head duwn, just in case, Lieuten- 
ant.” Ukhanov pressed on Kuznetsov’s shoulder, 
then ducked down himsclf, raised his arm and 
snapped his lighter over his head. A rifle shot 
rang out immediately. fhe flame of the lighter 
quivered. They did not hear the whistle of the bul- 
let but bits of earth fell from the parapet a few 
steps away. 

“So Chibisoy wasn't seeing things,” Ku:metsov 
said. 
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“They're pretty close, the bastards.” Ukhanov 
replied. “In che drst houses. Couldn't be closer.” 

“We ought to get 4 lix on their position and 
give them a couple of shells at dawn,” Kuznetsov 
said, straightening up. “Now they've spotted us 
they won't let us man the gun.” 

“L told you so, didn’t I!” Chibisov’s voice whim- 
pered from the fox-hole. “They've got us ticd up 
im a sack. That they have. They're out there in 
front and just behind us as well. We're out off, 
Lieutenant.” 

“Keep a look-out, Chibisov!” Kuznetsov com- 
manded. “But not at the bottom of the trench, 
uaderstand? If anything happens, the signal will 
be a shot from your carbine, and come straight tu 
the dug-out! Repeat that!” 

“If anything happens, I fire my carbine, Cotn- 
rade Lientenant.” 

“And don't slecp! Let's go to the dug-ont, Uk- 
hanov!” 

They set off down the carthen steps that had 
been cut in the bluff. The ice of the river was 
smoothly crimson in the glow of fires on the hori- 
zon. 


The entrance to the dug-out was screened with 
a large cape. From behind it came the warmth of 
living breath and a faint murmur of voices, among 
which Kuznetsov at once recognised Zova’s. With 
a momentary shiyer he remembered how she had 
elung to him with closed eyes, her whole body 
seeking protection--he could still see her mud- 
atained knees—in what seemed the last sccunds 
before death, when they had been spotred by the 
seli-propelled mount and when he, almust uncon- 
sciously, instinclively, had shielded her with his 
own body and had been ready to dic thus, pro- 
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tecting her drom the Dying shell splinters. But even 
now he had only a vague idea of what bad hap- 
pened to him and especrally to her at that moment, 
Perhaps it was something from the distant past. 
Perhaps there was some irresistible. deep-seated 
instinet that had always driyen man to such self- 
sacrilicing protection of woman for the sake of 
perpetuation of the race. 

Just heforc he entered, Kuznetsov tried to im- 
agine what ber face would be like now, what the 
expression in her cyes would be, when he and Uk- 
hanoy went in, He drew the cape aside. frowning. 

The voices died away at once. Someone coughed 
hoarselv. 

“Draw that cape properly. ... There are snipers 
potting at us.” 

Jt was cold and damp in the dug-out. A petrol 
tlame shed a bluish light on the wet walls. There 
faces turned at once, the faces of Zoya, Rubin 
and Nechayev, huddled together for warmth 
round the tall {lame of the crackling improvised 
lamp, Sergeant Nechayev. who was reclining be- 
side Zoya, his clbow almost touching her knees, bis 
greatcoat thrown open cxposing his sailor's vest, 
glanced up at her, and an enamel smile gleamed 
from under bis moustache. “Here you are, Zoya, 
dear, here's vour lieutenant at Jast!” 

Driver Rubin, who was sitting on an empty 
shell crate, became suddenly extremely occupied 
snapping his calloused fingers over the flame. As 
though disbelieving Nechayev, Zoya raised her 
head so quickly that her cyes seemed to gleam 
with anxiety, then she smiled gently and 
with relict. There was no trace of the expression 
that had been on ber face when they had :manned 
the gun together. Her face was thinner, almost 
gaunt; there were shadows under her eves and 
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her lips were black and rough. as if they had been 
bitten. The thought flashed through Buznctsov's 
mind that no one could possibly kiss those lips 
now. What had happened to her lips? Why was 
Nechiyey looking at her like that? 

“Thank goodness, you're back, dears!’ she said, 
smiling with unconccaled joy, “I wanted to sce 
you so much. I wanted tu see you alive. Thanks 
goodness, you've come. Where have you been all 
this tine?” 

“Not far away. Just paying the IJuns a visit, 
Zoya. Lieutenant and | inspected the German 
posts,” Ukhanov replied, and tossed the round 
leather travelling bag with its frosted nickel 
catches into the light of the lamp. “Take your first 
bouty, lads. Nechayev, spread out the tarpaulin! 
You could al) eat a horse, I bet. Best wishes froin 
the front to our dear sergeant-major. ‘The old 
cow-face must be sitting in the rear on his boiler. 
janeling his medals and pining away for us!” 

Nechayev laughed, but Zoya’s smile faded and 
she looked up af Kuznetsov, biting her lips. [er 
expression was a mixture of compassion and an- 
xicty. With a grim look on his purple face Rubin 
went on warming his spade-like palms over the 
flame, lowering at Zoya and snorting under his 
breath. 

“Lieutenant,” Zoya said not so much with her 
voice as with the huge eyes in her thin face, and 
nodded to him. “Please come and sit down with 
me. T want to talk to you. No,” she corrected her- 
self, biting her lip again, “there's a note for you. 
It’s from Davlatyau. He asked ine to give it to 
you. T couldn’t bring it to you yesterday evening 
because I couldn’t leave the wounded. Luckily 
I had Rubin to help me. Are we really surround- 
ed, Lieutenant?” 
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He took the note and, instead of answering her 
question, asked, “How is he, Zoya? Is he con- 
scious?” 

“Tlalf in this world, half in the next,” Rubin 
grunted sombrely. “He kept asking for you. Says 
he’s ot something to tell you.” 

Kuznetsov knew that the wound Davlatyan 
had received early in the battle was probably 
fatal, and a glance at Rubin and Zoya told him 
that his condition was still hopeless. Carefully he 
unfolded the oote. which was sribbled in indel- 
ible pencil. 

“Personal. For Lieutenant Kuznetsov from 
Lieutenant Davlatyan. Kolya, don’t leave me here 
wounded. Don’t forget me. This is my special 
request to you. And if we don’t see each other 
again, my Komsomol card is in the left-hand 
pocket of my tuntc and with st there's a signed 
photograph and two addresses. Mother's and hers. 
‘Write to them, You'll know what to say. But no 
sentient, please! That's all. £ achieved nothing. 
(mn a failure. Yours ever, Davlatyan.” 

Zoya stood up. Iler lips twitched in a half 
sinile, 

“Take care of yourselves, ders. 1 must go to 
the wounded ” 

“Zoya.” Kuznetsov said grindy and, pushing 
the note into his porket, followed her to the 
entrance, “I'll go with you. Take me to Davla- 
tyan.” 

No onc spuke as they left the dug-out. 


“Well, chaps, still alive and kicking?" Ukha- 
nov asked. “No signs of panic?” 

Serreant Nechayey watched Zoya’s short 
sheepskin swish round the plump legs that fitted 
so tightly into her mud-staincd boots as she 
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ducked under the cape that hung over the cntranee, 
His brown eves were strained and bloodshat. 
When Zoya had left he leaned back with some- 
thing between a sigh and a groan. There was 
nothing left of his former rakish clegance. His 
chin was dark wiih stubble. His moustache and 
slanting sideburns were lank and drooping. He 
seratched his shirt-front and said with a kind of 
humorous regret, “Life's crazy, isn’t it! You know 
what V'd ask of the Almighty if we're due for 
the high-jump right here? ld say, Comrade God, 
it’s my last wish betore ] die to kiss a girl crazy! 
Zoya’s nothing much to look at, just a pair of eves 
amt legs, but if only 1 could have her for onc 
night, boys. Vd willingly take on a tank single- 
handed! Kuznetsov isn’t wasling any lime, is he? 
What about you, Rubin? I tet you kept the girls 
busy in your village? Have you ruined a lot of 
virgins in your time?” 

““Not much to look at?’ That's what he calls 
looking.’ Rubin grunted sarcastically, “You're a 
great one for looking. ain’t you? But Zaya's eves 
and Jes are not for vou. You've got that business 
on the brain, you have. It’s all that chocolate they 
gaye you in the navy—that’s whal did it!” 

“Come off it, Rubin. [ can tell from your face 
that you spent a good many nights on the tiles! 
You're ag strong as an ox! That neck of yours— 
you could run a train over it!” 

“Chuck it, lads! It's none of our business who 
Zoya goes with!” Ukhanoy declared, “I’m fond 
of you, Nechayey. but drop your sailor's twaddle 
about the medical instructor. I'm fed up with it 
for ome. Pot on a fresh record! And you, Rubin, 
keep a rein on your horses, too!” With a threaten- 
ing look on his face Ukhanov waited for silence 
im the dug-out, thea said more amicably: “That's 
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better. T like peace and quiet in the family. Here's 
a reward for you, Nechayev, for all the tanks you 
busted! I picked up a couple in a troop carrier. 
Tm giving one away!” 

Ukhanay slipped the big German pistal holster 
off Ins belt and tossed il carelessly at Nechayev’s 
feet. Nechayev grinned and with some curiosity 
unfastened the holster, took out the heayy bur- 
nisheel pistol and hefted it on his palm. 

“It’s an officer's, isn't it, Sergeant? Quite a 
weight, eh?” 

Rubin squinted at the enemy weapon, the per- 
sonal weapon of some dead German who only a 
few hours ago had been shooting al them, shout- 
ing orders in his language. hating, living, hoping 
to live, and said sombrely, “Them German pistols 
are pretty good. But we aren't allowed to msc 
German weapons,” 

“So what! And what have you got there?” Ne- 
chayev nodded al the case Ukhanoy was holding, 
his fingers on the catch. “Did that belang to this 
officer too? The one who had the pistel?” 

“Yes, by the look of it. And it’s got food inside, 
that's for sure, That’s why I Look it. Jt wouldn't 
be for carrying grenades, would it?” 

Ukhanov flipped up the nickel catches of the 
well-filled, peaceful-looking case. opened it and 
shook out the contents an the tarpaulin 

Clean silk underclothes, a shaving set, sinoked 
sausage and a loaf of bread wrapped im cello- 
phane, a plastic soap-box, a ilat bottle of eau-de- 
Cologne. a tooth-brush, two contraceptives in 
transparent packets, a flask in a dark woollen 
roufiler and a ladw’s wrist-watch fell out on to the 
tarpaulin. All this was followed by a pack of 
cards in a satin case. an which for some reason 
a question mark bung over a bluc lake and a 
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muscular man in bathing trunks was chasing a 
naked, plump fair-haired woman along the lake 
side. Everything had a sweetish, spicy smell about 
it. like the smell of stale cosmetics. 

“Pity Zoya’s not here,” Nechayey said. examin- 
ing the wrist-watch. “May U offer her this watch 
as a present, Senior Sergeant? Ittl took fine on 
her wrist. May 1?” 

"Yes, if she'll accept il.” 

“Look at the stuff they carry about with them!” 
Rubin grunted, “French Jetters and all.” 

There was something impressive about these 
strange. intimate attributes of the dead German's 
remote and incomprehensible existence, these 
traces of the life he had Ied until a few hours 
ago, which they now exposed and beurayed after 
his death. 

“Lot of rubbish!” Ukhanoy said disappointcdly, 
and togsed the case away into a corner of the 
dug-ont. “Not the kind of stuff we need. Never 
mind though. Half the grub for Zoya and the 
wounded, and the other half for us.” 

He swept aside cyerything but the flask, the 
razor and the bread and sausage, ripped open 
the cellophane, and took his knife out of its 
sheath. 

“Made of silk, so the lice wouldn't stick in it,” 
Rubin said, feeling the German underwear ap- 
precialively with his rough finyers, and his broad 
brown face expressed bitterness and pain. “Look 
at that, eh!” 

“What are you on about now, Rubin?” Utha- 
nov asked. 

“Look at the preparations they madce—eyen 
wk underclothes. Thought of everything, didn’t 
they? And we reckoned it was going to be so 
casy.... What did they say on the radio—we’l] 


a6 


smash the enemy on his own tertitory! Some 
hopes! ...” 

“Go on, Rubin!” Ukhanov raised his light- 
coloured eves. “Go on talking. Why have you 
stopped? Go on, don't be shy.” 

“Sounds as if you're a spreader of alarm and 
despondency.” Nechayev remarked with a titter. 
“What are the pretty pictures of?” He picked up 
the case of playing cards, tapped it with his finger 
and the glossy cards slipped out on to his palm 
“You're a slob, Rubin. And yon sound like a cats’ 
concert. What did you ever see in your village? 
Pulling the cows’ Lails—that was your job, wasn't 
ite” 

“That's where you're wrong! I didnt pull no 
tails. T was the collective farm’s stableman. Aud 
as for what I've seen in life, I’ve seen a lot more 
than ever entered your thick head! While you 
was sloping about in your belt-bottoms on board 
ship, the war gave it me right in the neck! Mucked 
up my whole life in one go. How 1 howled when 
T had to dig iny two little daughters out of the 
rubble after we'd been bombed! But it was too 
late. I wapted to hang myself but 1 was too bitter 
even for that!” 

Ulhanoy watched Rubin narrowly as he cut the 
smoked sausage in half, Nechayey threw the cards 
down on the tarpaulin. There were naked Jacks 
in pairs, naked Queens in black stockings and 
black gloves, clinging to each other in abicene) 
unnatural postures; bearded kings with wrestlers’ 
muscles held on their laps gentle, angel-faced 
boys, who clung to them with angelic smiles. Sure- 
ly these were not playing-cards. But they were 
thumbed and tattered enough from usc. And yet 
it was impossible to imagine people sifting at tab- 
le, laughing, playing with them. winning of losing. 
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“Brrr! Give you a kink! You wouldn’t want 
anything after that. Talk about the ravings of a 
rabid jelly-fish! It’s lucky Zoya has gone! This 
is not for women's eyes. The things they get up 
to drive you crazy!” 

“You can’t get women out of your head!” Ru- 
bin crowled. 

Nechayev gathered up the curds, tossed then 
into the corner und rubbed his band on his 
greatcoat as though to wipe off somelhme slimy, 
then picked up the pistol and leaned hack against 
the wall of the dug-oul. 

“You can think what you like aboul me, Ru- 
bin, but I’m fond of women.” he said. “But Ive 
got my own accounts to settle too. My elder 
brother was killed in ‘forty one. Near the town 
of Lida. In those days 1 thought the wur would 
only last a week or so and we'd be marching into 
Berlin behind Marshal Voroshiloy on a white 
horse. But then they sent us packing all the way 
to Moscow.” Nechayey toved wilh the pistal. “T 
aurec, weve heen hard pressed now for over a 
year. But Stalingrad, Rubin, is something. The 
Huns were piling into us for five months. They 
mulsl have drunk their Schneaps to victory long ago. 
But now we've started!” 

“Started! Rubin retorted. “We may have 
started but we havent finished yet! And look 
what they've done to us today! They couldn't get 
through our line. so their tanks just walked round 
us on the flank. That means we were mistaken 
about their strength once again. And now we're 
stuck herve like mice in a hole while they roll on 
with their tanks to their other lot at Stalingrad, 
laughing at us over their shoulders!” 

“They needn't laugh,” Nechayey said offend- 
edly. “We've knocked out enough of their tanks 
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here to muke them squall! They Tl be short of 
handkerchiefs all right. Thev'’ll have to use their 
underpants instead.” 

“Underpants yourself! Why are you sa pleased 
with your German chunk of iron? Rubin sud- 
denly shouted. Proud of it, aren't you?” 

“Why not? German pistols are worth having!" 

Rubin stood up, a square, stumpy figure, and 
scanned the dug-out with his blood-shot cyes. He 
was frightening in his open hatred of every- 
thing—of the war. of this German silk under- 
wear, of the fighting, of the encirclement, of Ne- 
chayev. Ile grabbed up his carbine and. as he 
turned towards the doar, flung back iat Ukhanov, 
“You think I'd eal that German stuff? Td rather 
starve! | wouldn't put it in my mouth. Vd 
never... .” 

“Rubin! Come back at once!” 

Ukhanov stopped sawing off slices of the frozen 
sausage and plunged the knife fiercely into the 
loaf of bread. Nechuyey stopped toying with the 
pistol. There was something ominous in that 
knife thrust, in Ukhanov's suddenly changed ex- 
pression. Halted by the sharp command and hy 
the look in the sergeant’s eyes, Rubin lowered his 
head belligerently, ready to resist. But there was 
a gleam of something Jike tears on his cyclashes, 

“Remember this, Rubin. I've been hoolmg it all 
the way hack from the frontier too. and | know 
the cost of war. But even if we're all donc for 
here, | won't allow any hysterics!” Ukhanov said 
deliberately and calmly. “We have got the Ger- 
mans bottled up on the Volga! Or haven't we? 
War is war—one day they beat us, the next day 
we beat them! Havent you ever been in a setap? 
If somechody Jands you one first, you sec slars, 
don’t you? Your head spins, doesn't it? But the 
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main thing is to be able to wipe the blood away, 
and then hit hack. And that's what we've done. 
It's a different kind of fighting new. It's not a 
wedding ring we've made for the Hun this time. 
Still, I don’t care for talking. Lf there had been 
some snooper around here, Rubin, hed have 
cracked down on you for panic-mongering. But 
IT didn’t hear anything of the kind. So sit down. 
Have a drop out of thiy flask. And take a 
grip on yoursel!. That's all! I don’t want to hear 
another word!” 

“Ah... Panie-mongering! Don’t it sound 
frightening! ‘Uhat's what they throw at you as 
soon as you make a murmur!’ Rubin replied 
savagely. “If vou want to know, Sergeant, | don’t 
care a damn about dying. There couldn't be any- 
thing worse than the way T dug up my own 
daughters with my fingernails. You can think 
what you like of me... .” 

“I know what to think. Your horses have been 
killed, so you'd better come into my crew. We'll 
face death side by side,” Ukhanuy laughed drily. 
“ICU be more cheerful that way. Or perhaps we'll 
go on the spree instead!” 

“Spree, huh!.. .” 

Rubin did not finish what he had been going 
to say. He put his carhine in a dark corner of 
the dug-out, sat down there himself. quictly 
wiped the ficree tears from his eyes, took out his 
pouch and began to rall a cigarette with his 
gnarled, unsteady fingers. 


“Zoya, how is Davlatyan? Can I speak with 
him?’ 

“Not now. I wanted to tell you.... When he 
comes round, he keeps asking whether you'te still 
alive. Were you at the same training school?” 
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“Yes. But is there any hope? Will he live? 
Where is the wound?" 

“He got it worst of all. In the head and thigh. 
If he can't be taken at once to the medical hat- 
talton, he'll end badly. And the ethers too. I can't 
do anything more for them. I’m just helpless! I 
have to lic to therm and tell them the carts will 
he coming soon. But | think we must be cut ott 
altoyether. Who knows where the medical bat- 
talion is? 

“Has the OP. any communication at all?” 

“No, none. ‘They keep on trying to get in touch 
hy radio. That I know. The signallers are there 
with Drozdovsky. Where were you, Lieutenant, 
atter I ran off to Ghubarikov'’s gun? Did you see 
the tank crushing it?” 

“) didn't knew you did.” 

“Porgct about that. Licutenant. | don’t remem- 
ber anything cithcr. T was shaking at the knces. 
Yes, and I think | actually said something about 
my German pistol. That was silly, of course. | 
want to live a hundred years and have ten chil- 
dren, just to spite myself and everyone clic. Just 
imagine, ten lovely fittle smub-noscs all round 
the table, all fair-haired and with porridge 
smearcd all over their meuths!” 

“Zoya, you re cold, aren't you? Come on, Don’t 
let’s stand about.” 

“Lieutenant, during the retreat from Kharkov 
T had to leave the wounded behind. 1 still rc- 
member their vuices, the way they pleaded... .” 

“This isn’t Kharkoy, Zoya. We shan't try to 
break out of here. There wouldnt be any point 
in it. We've only got seven shells left. So no one 
will leave anybody behind. You don’t even have 
to think of that." 

‘They had stopped twenty paces from the dug- 
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out, on the narrow path beaten by felt boots along 
the edge of the cliff. A bitter, primeval cold rose 
from the river ice, bringing dense waves of steam 
from the huge holes torn by the bombing and 
shelling. The glow over the far bank had dwin- 
dled to the horizon, as though snuffed out by the 
inten: cold of carly morning. A great, immu- 
table stillness hung over the river. Uhey both 
found it hard to speak or even to breathe in the 
fierce frost. Kuznetsov could not have explained 
to himself why he was trying to reassure Zoya 
in this uncertain, incomprehensible — situation, 
when to one knew what night huppen in an hour 
or two hours from now or whether any of them 
would be alive by morning. But he was not lying 
ty himself or to her. Tle was convinced that there 
was no chance of making a break-out. They had 
enemy tanks behind and in front of them, and 
further on there were more Germans, locked in 
the ring against which the present offensive was 
being delivered, an offensive that already seemed 
like a whole year of war. What was going on in 
Stalingrad? Why had the Germans taken time 
olf at night? 

“It's hellishly cold.’ he said. “You must be 
frozen, surcly?” 

“No, it's just nerves. I fecl better now I know 
I wrn’t have to leave them behind. There's 
nowhere to go, is there? That's what you said?” 

Trying to control her chattering teeth, she 
turned up her coat collar and looked past Kuzne- 
tsov at the enemy-held bank on the far side; her 
white face, narrowed by the sheepskin, the long 
stripes of her eyebrows and her stranpely dark 
eyes that seemed tu have renounced something, 
expressed an immense weariness and depth of 
suffering. 
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“T don't want to leave the wounded behind 
again. | won't... Theres nothing more terrible 
than that.” 

With a shiver that ran right through his body 
Kuznetsov had a mental picture of the (sermians 
surrounding the battery and closing in at the run, 
shouting orders to one another, and then bursting 
into the dug-out where the wounded were, and 
af Zoya, who had nor even had time to draw her 
piste), drawing back into a corner and spreading 
out her arms as if she were being crucified. He 
asked in a low tone, ““Vcll me, do you know how 
to shoot? Can you use a pistol or a tommy gun?” 

She glanced at him quickly and gave a strange 
laugh. 

“Only very badly! And you tell me. Lieutenant. 
why you took me in your arms like that by the 
gun, when I gof so scarcd. You wanted to protect 
me, did you? Uhanks, Lieutenant, | was terribly 
seared.” 

“T didn’t notice that.” 

“Just a minute!’ She drew the collar away 
from her lips. “What happened after I had gone 
off to Chubarikov'’s gun?” 

“Sergunenkov was killed.” 

“Serguncnkov? ‘That shy yvuung boy—the 
driver? The onc whose horse broke its leg? Just 
a minute, I’ve remembered something. When we 
were on our way here, Rubin told mc something 
awful. “Sergunenkov will never lorgrve anyone 
for hiy death, even in the next world.’ What did 
he mean?” 

“Never forgive anyone?” Kuznctsuv repeated, 
and turned away. his icy collar scratching his 
cheek like damp sandpaper. “Why did he tell you 
that?” 

Yes, I'm to blame as well and 1 shall never 
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forgive myself, he was thinking. If I had only 
had the will-power tu stop him. But what can 
I tell her about his death’ Once I start, Tl] have 
to explain the whole thing. Why should I attach 
so much importance to this when two-thirds of 
the battery are dead? Yet I just can’t forget it! 

“T don’t want to talk about Sergunenkovw's 
death,* he said resolutely. “‘There’s no point.” 

“God, how sorry L am [or all you, boys,” she 
said 1 a whisper. 

As he listened to her voice with its cver-pre- 
sent undertune of suffering and compassion— 
compassion fur everyone, including himself—he 
tound himself wondering how she could possibly 
love Drozdovsky, Had those lips—for some reason 
they were torn and swollen—actually touched 
his? How could she have failed to notice Dro- 
zdovsky’s cold. pitiless eyes that were repellent 
even to look at? 

“Why do you keep looking at me like that, 
dear?” she whispered, and her yoice seemed to 
him as soft as a wave. “You keep on looking and 
looking, as if you'd never scen me before.” 

He replied huskily, “ll come and sec Davla- 
tyan later. And don’t call me ‘dear’ like that. Arc 
you sorry fur me too? I’ve not been wounded or 
killed. And 1 certainly don't intend to die a fool- 
ish. pointless death.” 

“Is there ever anything clever ubout death, 
Lieutenant? I want you to live and go on living 
for a long time, dear. ‘lo a hundred and fifty. 
And te have a wife and five children. Still, good- 
bye, | must go to the wounded.... But why are 
you always looking at me like this, Lieutenant? 
Perhaps you actually like me a little? I never 
realised that before!” She came closer to him, 
drew the collar away from her lips and Jooked at 
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him with guestioning surprise. ‘Oh. how foolish 
and strange everything is, Ruzvechik!” 

“Why Ruzncchike” 

“Kuznetsov, fucacebiét!.... Don’t you like 
kuznechiks? When | hear them it puts me in a 
rood mood. I imagine « warm night and hay 
lying in the fields und a great red mavn oyer a 
lake. And the kuznechiks chirping.” 

The icy wind swecping up from the river 
stirred the hem of her sheepskin. Her smiling eyes 
shone darkly over the woolly collar, held down 
by her hand in its white mitten; her brows were 
white and even the tips of her eyelashes were 
furred with frost. Again Kuznetsoy thought her 
teeth were chattering slightly and her shoulders 
shivering, as if she werg frozen to the bonc. But 
then it seemed to him that this was not her voice 
and it was not her standing here, shivering and 
talking tu him. It was somcone else, speaking in 
a different voice, and there was no bank. no glow 
in the sky, no German tanks, and he was standing 
with this somcone clae by the front door on a 
December might after they had been to the skat- 
ing rink; the wind was whipping snow flurries 
uff the roofs and swaying the street lamps over 
the snowy fences, and the whole strcet was 
wrapped in whirling snowllakes.... When had 
that been? Had it ever been? Who had been with 
him then? 

“Do you want to kiss me? I think you do. 
Haven't you a sister? We may both be killed, 
kuznechik.” 

“Why are you talking like this?’ Who do you 


1 Roth words have the same rool of &uxess—smilh. 
But Rezrecks& (hiterally “litte smith”) is lhe Russian for 
yrasshoapper.—T7. 


15968 383 


take me for—a little boy? What do you call this 
—irting or what?” 

“Flirting! Certainly not!" she smothered her 
laughter with her collar, covering half her lace 
with it, and ber cyes widened. “Women irt first 
with their eyes. They start by looking sideways, 
then they look down their noses, thet they look 
up at the target. If the target is you.... Bul I’m 
not daing that, am [? No, yeu were protecting 
me by the gun as if | was your sister, J.acute- 
nant. I felt it. Are you sure you haven't got a 
sister?” 

By the gunt When the tanks were coming at 
us. We were manning the gun together. Kasy- 
mov had been killed. She was with me, then she 
ran off to Chubarikoy’s gun, when the tank had 
rammed it. Then Sergunenkoy was kicked about 
on the ground by that machine-gun,... His 
greatcoat began to smoke. And Drozdoysky's 
contorted face: “Do you think I wanted him to 
be killed?” 

“No, you are mistaken,” 

Drozdovsky! I just can’t imagine you und 
Drozdovsky! He nearly said it aloud, but her 
upturned, watchiwg face was suddenly illuminated 
by a red flash, which lit up her staring eyes, her 
lips, the rime on her fine eyelashes so vividly that 
jor a moment he could not understand what had 
happened. 

“Ticutenant...” her lips whispered. “Ger- 
mans?” 

In the same instant bursts of submachine-gun 
fire crashed out behind the bluft. Flares shat mto 
the sky agam. He glanced up to where the gun 
stood, and wanted to shout to ber that it had 
started, that the Germans had started and this 
would probably be the end of it all, but in a 


breaking voice he shouted yamething quite differ- 
cnt from what was going on in his mind. 

“Run to the dug-out! At once! Remember—i 
haven't any sister! | havea’t any sister. And don't 
say foolish things. { never have bad onc!” 

And for some reuson, revenging himself by 
telling her a lie and hating himself for doing so, 
he almost pushed her away as he set ol! along 
the path, and she fell back a step with a chang- 
ed, wretched expression on her face, and said 
in a whisper, “You didn’t undersiand what I 
meant!” 

But he was running down the cliff to the crew's 
dug-out. From aboye he could hear the long, 
whining bursts of automatic fire, while the ice of 
the river below seemed to dance in the shifting 
light of the flares. From the gun position came 
the crack of a curbine. One shot. then anolher, 
followed by a whimpering shout. It was Chibisoy 
giving the alarm. 

So they're attacking! So this is it! Weve only 
got seven shells left. Only seven. 

Kumetsov san to the dug-out, “ripped aside the 
cape vyer the entrance, und saw the flaine of the 
petrol Jamp, the sliced bread on the tarpaulin 
and the eyes of Ukhanov. Rubin and Nechayev, 
staring up at him, already comprehending. 

“Man the gun!” he shouted af the top of his 
voice. 


Chapter Twenty 


He waited for the others to come ovt of the 
dug-out. Hands of light were snatching at the 
sky, pushing aside the night. A third shot from 
a carbine cracked anxiously. Submachine-guns 
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rattled steadily, ferociously. Luminous flocks of 
bullets skimmed the bank 

“Horry! Hurry!” Kuznetsoy commanded im~ 
patiently. “Up the bank! To the gun!” 

Ukhanov’s voice came from the dug-out, 
echoing his order with a boom that seemed to 
eject Nechayev and Rubin, still chewing, on to 
the path. Ukhanov himself put out the lamp and 
was the last to emerge. He. too, had hig mouth 
half full and, as he slung his tommy gun on his 
shoulder, he swore yinlently. 

“Don't even Ict you fimsh your grub, the—! 
Grab this, Lieutenant, it'll be something to chew!” 
He pushed a hard chunk of sausage into Kuzne- 
tsov’s hand. “Man the gun! Look lively!” 

“Up we go! Run!” 

Kuznetsov pushed the knobbly Iump mechan- 
ically into his greatcoat pockct and led the way 
along the bank towards the carthen steps. Rubin's 
deep bass rose amid the panting and the thump 
of footsteps behind him. 

“We'll nish our grub in the other world, Ser- 
gcant! At God’s table!” 

Lo which Nechayev'’s carping voice replied, 
“Were you expecting to live to be a hundred, you 
collective farm clot? 

, ae daft sailor, you harnacle bum! Wind- 
bag! 

Kuznetsov wanted to stop and flare at Rubin, 
“Cut out this idiotic talk!” but as he reached the 
top of the cliff the wind dung sharp snow crystals 
in his eyes, low bursts of automatic fire glittcred 
ahead, and a desperate cry reached him from the 
turmoil of flashes over the gun position. 

“Comrade Licutenant! Comrade Lieutenant)” 

That was Chibisov. The beacon-Jike [arcs that 
had burst overhead picked out the firing platform 
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aod trench so vividly that from ten metres Kuz- 
netsov could sce him crouching under the parapet 
and on the other side af it, a dark shape that 
Jooked like a hurnan body lymg face downwards 
on the snow. 

Must be a German! He gol so near? They're 
attacking the gun? Not knowing what to think, 
Kuznetsov ran crouching towards Chibisov and 
dropped down beside him. 

“What's going on?” 

Chibisov was sitting under the parapet, trem- 
bling violently. He had dropped his carbine. 
With his head thrown back and both hands beat- 
ing his chest, he was screaming. “I’ve killed 
him!... Comrade Lieutenant! ... He was run- 
ning this way. T was in the trench and I was so 
cold. And he was running this way.... The Ger- 
mans were fring and he was making for the gun. 
shouting ‘I’m Russian! Your own man!’ But 1... 
how could 1 trust him? The Germans. started 
shooting. ...” 

Kuznetsov seized Chibisov by the shoulders 
and shook him violently. 

“Calm down! Do you hear? Explain what bap- 
pened!” 

“Vve killed him. I've killed him!” Chibisov 
repeated. shaking all over, clutching at his chest. 
His cyes blinked dazedly. “He was running this 
way, shouting ‘I’m Russian! Your own man!” But 
I... How could 1 trust hin? And now I've killed 
him!” 

“Look, Lieutenant, this is one of our tommy 
guns,’ Ukhiunoy was kneeling on the edge of the 
parapet, reaching out for a submachine-gut with 
a disk magazine that lay on the other side. He 
showed it to Kuznetsov. “looks at if he's Russian, 
but where has he come from?” 
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Kuznetsoy examined the frost-coated subma- 
chine-gun. “Yes, that’s one of ours,” he assented. 
“Bring him in, Ukhanov! But be careful! Don't 
go juinping up on the parapet!” 

“Right, Lieutenant.” 

From his kneeling position on the edge of the 
parapet Ukbanovy leaned forward and, gripping 
the shoulders of the apparently lifeless body, 
gradually cased it into the emplacement. As he 
dragged it round to lean it more comfortably 
against the wall of the parapet the mun’s head, 
encased in a black, broad-fronted German tank 
helmet, fell back blindly and a faint, drawn-out 
groan came from between the clenched teeth. 
Ukhanav peered into the man’s face. 

“Scems to be alive.” 

The others who had gathered round the gun 
glanced suspiciously now at the groaning man, 
now at Kuznetsov, now at the soaring flares, naw 
al the splashes of automatic fire abead, Kusnetsoy 
said nothing. He could not quite understand what 
had happened but he was sure now that this was 
no German. Under the black German helmet he 
could make out the young snub-nosed face, a 
Russian face with broad cheekbones, twisted in 
pain. the stubbly chin, the Adam's apple plastered 
with snow, the quilted jacket all enerusted in icy 
frost, the hands without mittens clutching the 
chest as if in death, the felt boots alse point- 
ed outwards in a death-like posture. It looked 
as if he had been lying in the snow for many 
hours. 

“Who is he, Lieutenant? Trem the infantry, 
perhaps? Or a tankman?” Nechayev asked. “Is 
he wounded? Scems to be badly trost-bitten? His 
hands are frozen stilf.” 

“] shot at him, | shot at him,” Chibisov sobbed 
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from behind. “He was ninning, shouling and 
lices’ 

“Cut out that snivelling, Chibisov!” Ruznctsov 
snapped. “Not another word!” 

“How could he be infantry? Or tanks? There 
are none of our chaps out there.... Hi there, 
lad!” Ukbanov patted the man’s check gently. 
“Can you hear me, lad? Can you hear anything?” 

The man gritted his tecth and his Adazn’s apple 
slid down his throat as if he was trving to 
swallow, and once again a groan filtered through 
the clenched tecth. 

“See if he has any papers on him,” Kuznetsov 
atdered. “Go throngh his pockets.” 

“What the hell did you have to shoot at him 
for, you numbskull,” Rubin rumbled thickly. 
“Why shoot when he shouted he was Russian? 
Shitting your pants, was you?” 

“T didn’t know. It’s my Fault, all my fault!" 

Kuznetsov reached a decision. “Rubin! Get 
Zoya quick!” 

“AN right. Lieutenant,” Rubin responded not 
very willingly. “I'll bring her if it'll do any good.” 

“Go and get Zoya, Rubin. At the double, do 
you hear?” 

Squaiting on his heels. Ukhanov unbuttoned 
the man’s jacket, and turned out the pockets af his 
tanic and quilted trousers. “Empty!” he announced 
in surprise. 

“Give me that flask, Nechayev!"" he snapped 
fiercely. turning to the gun-layer. “You've gat it 
on your belt, the one with lhe German rum.” 

He forced the man’s teeth open with the neck 
of the flask. The man drew his head back groan- 
ing. trying to resist as if under torture, but with 
one hand under his head Ukhanov firmly, almost 
roughly poured a little of the rum into his mouth, 
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“All right, old lad. You'll be fine in a min- 
ute...” 

They all waited. The lad—for lad he was— 
choked, gusped in air through his tnouth, and 
began to cough, siraining back and rubbing his 
head on the edge of the parapet. Fis eyes opened 
a little and the whites quivered vacantly, as if in 
delirium. The hands that had been riveted to his 
chest jerked away. groping for the tommy gun. 

Kuznetsov asked him, “Who are you, lad? 
Where d’you come fron? We're Russians! Rus- 
sians! Who ure your” 

The young man’s eyes roamed wildly over their 
faces. Probably he could hear nothing and was 
only just bepinning to realise where he was, 
Finally he managed to gasp out, “Helmet... hel- 
met... take it off.” 

“We can’t hear, Lieutenant. Where did he get 
this German helmet from, Right you are. lad!” 

Ukhanov pulled the helmet off and placed it 
under the lad’s head. He moaned, stretched his 
legs, gazed up at the sky, restless in the light of 
the flares going up on the other bank, then stared 
at the pun, at Kuznetsov, al Ukhanoy, and sud- 
denly his face changed as though he had solved 
the riddle that had been troubling him 

“You're... you're gunners!” he gasped. “One 
of our batteries? It was you 1 was making for!... 
Georgiev? Where's Georgievy?... This morn- 
ing...” 

He broke off with the rest of the question m his 
eyes, and in a sudden searing flash of rceollection 
Kuznetsov remembered the bombing, the trench 
in Chubarikov’s emplacement, the shell-shocked 
scout deliriously demanding to see the division 
commander. OF course, that scout had mentioned 
the others he had left out there in no man’s land. 
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Only a minute or two ago this lad had looked 
rather like an escaped prisoner-of-war or an ip- 
faniryman who had wandered in from one of the 
outposts, and even now the thought that this 
micht be one of the patrol that had got stranded, 
one of those whom the first scout had mentioned 
just before the battle began, seemed almost in- 
credible. How could he have survived it all? 
Where had he been during the battle? Scores of 
tanks had rumbled over that ground, crushing 
everything in their path. Every metre had been 
churned wp by the shells that had pounded it 
all day. 

“Give him some more rum, Ukhaney,” Kuzne- 
tsov said. “He's finding it hard to speak.” 

“T think he’s badly frost-bitten, Jieulenant. 
Every little bit of him,” Ukhaney replied, adznin- 
istering the flask. Still gasping for breath. the lad 
let his head fal! back. and Kuznetsov now ad- 
dressed him very distinctly 

“Can you spcak? I will ask questions and you 
will answer. It'll be easier that way, Ta Gcorgicv 
a scout? One of them got through to the battery 
this inorning. Are you a scout too?” 

The lad kept rubbing the back ef his head on 
the helmet supporting il, but at last hia lips parted 


again, 
“Listen, chaps... there are two of our lads in 
a bomb crater out therc.... They've got a Ger- 


man with them. Only half alive. the German 
is.... ‘They're both wounded. They're all frost- 
bitten, We've had that German with us all day. 
We got him at dawn. On the main read. Pulled 
him out of a car. He’s a big shot of some kind.... 
We sent Georpiey to give word... .” 

“Flear that, Lieutenant?” Ukhanoy exchanged 
glanees with Kuznetsov. “That must have been 


the scoul who got in this morning. Bloody mar- 
vellous, eh! The rest of the patrol must be out 
there!” 

“That's right.” Kuznetsov touched the Jad’s 
shoulder. Tle was lying back lifelessly against the 
parapet. his eyes closed, “Are the others far from 
here? Are you wounded? And you say they've 
got a German with them? Was anyone shooting 
at you?” 

‘The scout’s eyes remaincd closed, but he 
scemed tn grasp the meaning of the questions. IIc 
groaned and, by watching his struggling lips, 
Kuznetsoy managed to make out what he was 
trying to say. 

“About five hundred metres... straight ahead. 
On the edge of the ravine. 1 could still move. .. 
they decided to send me here. | tnade a dash for 
il, but there were Germans all round. In two 
trucks... ] couldn’t shoot, my hands were frozen, 
like limps of wood. But they were shooting at 
me¢.... You've got to go and get them. lads. Qur 
im chaps and that German. ... He's a really big 
shot!” 

“Five hundred metres, you say? But where 
exactly?” Kuznetsov asked again, and glanced 
out over the parapet. 

The dry frosty wind drove in his face, scat- 
tering the fina] bursts of submachine-gun fire and 
carrying snow flurries from the steppe. The whole 
steppe was uncertainly revealed in the shifting 
light of the flares, its white expanse rippling be- 
tween the black hulks of gutted tanks and merg- 
ing with the law sky beyond in the brief inter- 
vala of darkness. The wind and snow were blow- 
ing hard at this wolfish hour of the December 
night, smothering out the last fires of battle. It 
was impossible to belicve that somewhere out 
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there on that frozen, tank-scarred field there 
could still be anyone alive—iwn survivors of 
the reconnaissance patrol. He tried to make out 
whal the Germans were Gring at, the direction 
of their tracers, but the wrecked tanks were in 
the way. 

“Five hundred metres?” he asked yel again, 
and bent right over Lhe scout’s face. “Can't you 
tell me anything else? Something more exact?” 

The scout lifted his rigid, claw-like fingers to 
his chin, trying to warm them with his breath, 
but he could not make them move. Then he 
moved his log as if to get up. but the effurt was too 
much for him and he fell back weakly on the 
edge of the parapet. 

“Lift me up, chaps.” he whispered. “My feet 
are not much good cither.... ‘l'wo armourcd car- 
riers, just a little way from the ravine.... You'd 
better be quick, gunners!” 

“Where's Zoya?” Kuznetsov asked. “Where's 
Rubin?” 

“T fancy this boy's going to lose his hands. We 
ought to rub them with snow,” Ukhanay said, and 
glanced round. “Chibisov! Took snappy and 
bring me a tin of snow. But mind it’s clean! With- 
out any gunpowder in it. You'll have to go behind 
the line to get it. Understand?” 

Chibisov, who had been crouching furtively by 
the gun during the minutes of talk with the scout, 
now looked up at Ukhanov like a terrified little 
animal and clutched his wreatcvat to his chest. A 
faint whimper mingled with the steam that rosc 
from the iged-up comforter covering his mouth 
and chin. Still whimpering, he crawled brokenly 
away [rom the gun, his felt boots serabbling the 
eround under the limp folds of his greatcoat. It 
was a repulsive, pitiful sight. He sceined to have 
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lost al] ability to understand or even to move in 
a human fashion. 

“Clibisoy, what's come over vou?” Kuznetsov 
exclaimed. “Get up and run properly!” 

But Chibisoy crawled sobbing and muttering 
incoherently into the gun-pit and vanished into 
its darkness. Nechayey bit at the sugary ocedles 
af frost on his moustache. 

“Te's just about frozen to death, And now, on 
top of everything he shot at this lad. Looks as if 
he's right off his rocker, Vil go, Senior Sergeant.” 

“Stay where you are!” Ukhanov ordered. “Let 
him ga—it'll do him good. Rub your cheeks, Ne- 
chavey. That do you good teo. You look as if 
you'd been powderimg yourself.” And he turned 
Nechayev’s check towards him with a light tap 
of his mitten. “Give your cheeks a rub or you'll 
lose them,” 

The extreme cold had its clamps on Kuznetsov 
too. His hands and fect were going numb and the 
frost was clawing ever more fiercely at his face. 
He looked at the scout, at the fingers clenched 
under the chin, noting their icy inflexibility. 
and imagined how he had run that five hundred 
metres to the battcry without fring—his fingers 
must have been too stiff to press the trigger. His 
hair was grey with snow crystals, his nostrils and 
eyelashes thickly rimed with frost. Puffs of steam 
tose from his mouth as he forced out in a whis- 
per, “Hurry up, gunners! [t's five hundred metres 
{rom here! ‘I'wo of our chaps and a Gertnan. 
Beyond the armoured carriers. In a bomb crater.” 

“Pot on his helmct. Ukhanov.” Kuznetsov or- 
dered. He sat down on onc of the gun-trails and 
waited for Ukhanov to pul] on the scout’s tank 
helmet. “What shonld we do, Ukhanov?” he said 
in a low voice. “Five hundred metres.... On the 


left there's that German burial squad. Suppose 
four of us go. with four tommy guns? Well take 
grenades, And we'll leave Nechayev by the gun, 
just in casc. We'd better go, hadn't we? What 
de you think?” 

He knew what kind of expedition it would be, 
and at the same time he was persuading himself 
that they had no right not to go, not to make an 
attempt to rcach the two wounded scouts this lad 
had told them about aftcr his rescue dash of five 
hundred metres without firing a single shot. 
There was something like sclt-deception in what 
he had said about their hre-power—the four 
tommy guns and gretiades—but he kocw that 
ncither of them, neither he, the platoon com- 
mander, nor Ukhanov, would ever know peace 
avain if they did not take this decision. Vhere 
was nothing clyc for it. [Jc waited for Ukhanov’s 
answer, trusting his cool-headedncss and expe- 
rience more than hitnself. 

“That's my proposal. [.et’s decide, Ukhanov. 
The scouts were making for our battery. It’s up 
to us.... Shall we risk it?” 

Ukhanoy blew silently and vigorously into the 
mittens he had just taken off, filling thei with 
the warmth of his breath, then put them on again, 
slapped his kneex and looked at Kuznetsov from 
under hia ice-coated brows with a kind of resent- 
ment. 

“What hright ideas do you think I've got? 
We've no choice, Lieutenant! Of course, five 
hundred metres isn’t five metres. Uhe main thing 
will be to kecp your gun from getting iced up 
Listen, Lieutenant. The Hun has quictened down.” 

All was quiet and sti]] out in front. Not a single 
tracer, not a shot, not a flare; just the grey, dead 
shapes of the gutted tanks, the snow-flurries snak- 
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ing between them, (he blustering wind. the frost, 
the dry rustle of snow over the top of the para- 
pet. 

“Chibisov!” Ukhanov shouted. “Where have 
you got to? Come here and sharp about it. 
Where's that snow? What the hell?” 

Chibisow’s diminutive figure came crawling 
over the parapet in absurd haste. His eyes were 
black gulfs of terror in the glittering armour of 
his ice-cuated comforter. Struggling along on all 
fours, dragging a mess-lin of snow, he slithered 
down to the gun, crying out hoarsely: 

“Someone out there is running! Running along 
the hank! TJc’s coming this way!” 

“Who's ronning?” Ukhanoy snatched the mess- 
tin out of his hands, “You're raving, man. Ne- 
chayev, give him a drop from the flask. That'll 
bring hit round.” 

“They'te coming this way. I couldn't make out 
who il was,” Chibisov repeated in a whisper. and 
crawled timidly away from the scout, who had 
uttered a loud groan as Ulchanov plunged one of 
his hands into the mess-tin full of snow. 

Now Kuznetsoy himself could hear the thud 
of running feet and the crunch of snow approach- 
ing from the right, and with a shout of “Who 
goes there?” he snatched up the scout’s tommy 
gun. But two figures showed up darkly on the 
snow and an answering shout came back, “It’s 
your own men. Don't you recognise us?” 

Te recognised them both, Li was Droaduvsky 
and the commander of the headquarters platoon, 
Sergeant-Major Golovanov. The faint glow from 
the dying fires on the other bank picked out their 
faces. 

They ran on to the firing platform and Droz- 
doysky, smart as ever in his excellently cut, close- 


filing creatcout, asked breathlessly, “Who was 
shooting?” 

Kuznetsev felt his nerves tighten at the sound 
af that dominecring voice and, clasping the tom- 
my gun to his chest, he sat down on one of the 
gun-trails, hig lips compressed, indicating by his 
silence that he had forgotten nothing. 

“What's going on here? Senior Sergeant Uk- 
hanoy, what are you doing? Is that man wound- 
ed? Where did he come from?” 

Drozdoysky swept past Kuznetsov, asking ques- 
tions as he went. He bent over Ukhanov and 
the scout and switched on his torch. Its flat beam 
sliced the yellowish gluom and picked out the 
clenched teeth of the scout, the icy trickle of 
tears on his cheeks, the head thrown back on the 
edge of the parapet. 

“Gunners!... Gunners!_.. [They're in a bomb 
crater.... Why did you put my helmet on.... 1 
can't hear you...” 

“Switch off that torch, Battery Commander! 
What good will that do?” Ukhanov nudged the 
torch angrily aside, stil] rubbing the scout’s hands 
with snow. 

The next moment two shots rang out from the 
other bank as if in response to 4 signal Something 
flashed across the purapet. Drozdavsky lwwered 
his head a little and put his torch away, but 
showed ne sign of surprise. 

“Nice time you're having here, couldn't be bet- 
ter!” he commented sarcastically, then went on in 
his usual peremptory tone. “Who is this fellow? 
How did he come to be here?” 

“Rubin's a damn long while coming!” Uklia- 
nov said. and deliberately took his time over 
answering Drozdovsky. “This lad? He's a seoui, 
Battery Commander. One of the patrol that went 
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out last night and didn’t come back. One of them 
got in this morning, tf you remember. before the 
bombing. His name was Georgiev. This is the 
second, And there are two more still alive out 
there, if seems. They can't move. He says they're 
both frost-bitten and wounded. And they've got 
a prisoncr wrth them. Been holding him for nearly 
twenty-tour hours. That’s the picture, Battery 
Commander.” 

“Two scouts? With an information prisoner?” 
Drozdovsky repeated. “Are you sure this is cor- 
rect?” 

“With a prisoner?! Who do you think you're 
kidding, Ukhanov?” Sergeanut-Major Golovanoy 
lowered his bulky frame and peered at the quietly 
meaning scout. “Did he tell you this? But he’s 
unconscious. He must have been raving! The 
tanks have greund cycrything to pulp out there. 
Where are these seouts then?” 

“Virgms have been known to have babies. 
Haven't you ever heard of that cither?” 

“Do you believe what a man saya when he's 
delirious, Ukhanov? Where does this lad come 
from anyway?” 

“If you can't understand, Golovanoy, keep 
quict!” Drozdoysky raised his voice, and straight- 
ened up with the resilience of a steel spring 
“Have you forgotten that scout we sent to Divi 
sion H.Q.? Have you forgotten the patrol the 
people trom Army Headquarters were waiting 
lor? What a memory! And you call yourself com- 
mander of the headquarters platoon! Now listen! 
Send me two signallers! Sweat blood but get me 
in tench with Division H.Q.! Is that clear, Gole- 
yanoy? I give you ten minutes. Repeat the order!” 

Sergcant-Major Golovanoy drew himself up te 
his enormous height, repeated the order, and with 
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unexpected nimbleness sprang on to the parapet 
and pounded away towards the battery's observa- 
Lion post. 

Gripping the butt of the tommy gun with numb 
fingers, Kuznetsov said at last, “Listen, Drozdov- 
sky, you're a bit late on the scene as usual, Ukha- 
nov und [ have already taken the decision ta go 
out and look for them. So you can calm down. 
‘Tune in your radio and tell them—” 

“Where's the wounded man, dears?” 

Before Kuznetsov could finish, Rubin came slid- 
ing into the gun-pit on his short legs, panting 
heavily, and Zoya’s white sheepstan gleamed 
suddenly in the darkness. Her votce rang like glass 
on the icy air and broke off suddenly. Then the 
white blob of her shcepskm loomed near the 
ground to the lett of the gun and her voice 
sounded again, in different tones. 

“Put that snow away, Ukhanov. Fle's wouuded. 
Give me your knife, Hold his leg like that and I'll 
cut the boot open. Bul be carclul. Hold the heel. 
Can't you see, it’s all swollen with blood.” 

Nid Chibisoy actually hit him? Kuznetsov grit- 
ted his teeth at the thought of such an absurdity. 
Now he knew what he was going to do, what com- 
mand he would give, and there was no time to 
lose. The cold wax rasping his [ace like sandpu- 
per. Hiy back und chest were chilled. His hands 
would svon be completely numb. Fe had to act 
now, tuke the nsk; he had to get moving what- 
ever happened. 

He felt pretty sure that under cover of the burnt- 
outtanks in front of the battery they could manage 
the five hundred metres to the two wrecked 
carrters, behind which there should be a bomb 
crater with the two scouts in tt. But were they still 
alive? Why had the firmg out there stopped? 
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Yes, we must go now. It'll be all right as long 
as we don't tun into any Germuans betore the 
crater, If we can gct there without shooting. 
without expusing oursclves. 

lynering Vrozdoysky, he brought his fist down 
on the disk of his tommy gun, pulled himsell to 
his tect, stepped over tu the trench and with a 
strangely weightless feeling in his chest called 
hoarsety, “Lkhanov, Rubin, Chibisov, get your 
grenades and submachine-yums and report to 
me. 

From the trench came a sound like a puppy 
whining. But the sound was human. lt wis a man 
whining, with his hands pressed over his mouth. 
Kuznetsov went down into the tench, Chibisoy 
was lying on his sid¢ in the corner. At the sound 
of footsteps be crmged away and his serabbling 
felt boots touched Kuznetsovs, us it seeking a 
foothuld, so that he could press himself deeper 
into the earth. 

“Get up, Chibisov!" Kuznetsov — ordered. 
“What's the matter’ Where's your carbine’ Leave 
it here. Jake Nechayev’s submachine: gun.” 

“Comrade daicutenant, 40ya said ue hool was 
fulk o1 blood, 1 shot at him.... But how could | 
know? 1 never meant to shoot the boy....” 

“Get up at once, Chibisov!” 

Cinbisoy scrambled out of the darkness. His 
damp, trost-rimed jace was contorted and, to 
stop the cry rising trom his throat, he was biting 
ane ice-coated mutten, while with the other he 
groped blindly on the snowy parapet for his car- 
bine; at Jengih be tound il and pullcd it towards 
him, then aimost dropped it. Ubvieusly he had 
no control over his trozen tingers. 

“Are you frost-bilten, Chihisoy?” Kuznetsov 
caught the carbine and pushed it between Chibi- 


sov's rigid mittens. He clasped it absurdly, with 
the barre] sticking into his cheek. 

‘Pm frozen to the bone. J can't du anything 
with myself. . hands, legs. ...” 

‘Years Howed down his dirty, stubbled cheeks 
to the comforter round his chin, and Kuznetsov 
wag startled by lis hangdog expression, his utter 
helplessness and inability to understand what 
was happening and what was expected of him. 
Though Kuznetsov did not realise it at the time, 
this was not just physical exhaustion, nor even 
fear of death. Rather it was a kind of animal de- 
spair after all he had been through in the past 
twenty-four hours—after the bombing, the tank 
attacks, the destruction of the other gun crews, 
after the German's breakthrough that now looked 
very much like encirclement; and it was also de~ 
spair at the impossible, totally unacceptable idea 
of going and doing something. Probably it was his 
lone, terrified shooting of the scout, his failure to 
believe that this was one of his own men, a Rus- 
sian, that had finally broken him. 

“1 can't go on!” Chibisoy sobbed. pressing his 
mitten over his mouth and choking. ‘Comrade 
Lieutenant! ... Something’s gone wrong in my 
head. | can’t understand orders any more! | can't 
contro] myself.” 

“Pull yourself together. Chibisov! Stop this!” 
Kuznetsov snapped. keeping his voice low. He 
looked at Chibisov with compassion but he knew 
from his own cxperience that ta give way now 
would mean abandoning all hope of lite. “The 
best thing is to keep moving, You'll get warm. Do 
you hear me, Chibisuy? Otherwise you're fin- 
whed!” 

“Comrade Licutenant.... Leaye me here, tor 
Christ’s sake!” 
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“1 can't, Chibisoy! Try to understand. Im short 
of men as it is. Who can I take instead? Necha- 
yew? He's the gun-layer. Tle’s got to stay by the 
gun. You couldm’t manage if the gun had to be 
hred. Can't you understand?” 

Ukhanoy and Rubin were alrcady standing 
beside him in the trench, their greateoats rustling 
stiffly against the harsh, frozen carth. They were 
both busily stulling grenades inte their packets. 
As he packed away the small ribbed missiles and 
slung his tommy gun licrcely over his shoulder, 
Rubin muttered with quiet enmity, “Curse his 
soul, the little runt! Shooting’s too good fur the 
likes of him.” [le coughed and spat, then siamped 
his feet, as though he wanted to crush the earth 
under him. Ukhanoy breathed on the breech mech- 
anism of his tommy gun to warm it, checked its 
action and Joaked up at Chibisaw’s pitifully cram- 
pled, tear-staincd face and said with apparent 
sympathy, “I! we had more men. it would be no 
sin on our conscience to send you to the shelter to 
help with the wounded. But as it is, what else can 
we do?” 

“[’ll freeze to death here.” And in a fit of des- 
eration Chibisoy reached out imploringly for 

Ichanoy's protective strength, repeating. “VIL 
freeze to death. Tm shaking all over. Something's 


gomg to happen to me... | can feel it.... I'm 
whacked out...no good [or anything, Ser- 
evant... 0° 


“Yes. bes all in,” Ukhanov agreed calmly, 
“Well, Chibisoy, this is what we'll do, if you don't 
object. PU give your hands a rub. You'l! feel warm- 
er and everything’ll be all right. First a man’s 
hands freeze, then he freezes up altogether, That's 
a well-known fact.” [lis stecl-capped front tooth 
gleamed and be almost smiled. “Just a couple of 
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minutes, Lieutenant. Let me do it or hell turn 
into an icicle. Now let’s just step aside, Chibisnv, 
40 as not to trouble anyone's evesight.” 

“We'll wait two minutes, Ukhanoy.” Kuznetsov 
replied with mixed feclings of pity and con- 
tempt, trying mot to wateh Chibisov as he hob- 
bled along the communication trench as it for 
galyation itself, his head shaking m= suundiless 
weepillg. 

Kuznetsay had seen the same thing happen to 
other men in other circumstances, during his 
baptism of fire at Roslayl. The endless suffering 
deprived them of all self-contro!, tearing it out 
of thern like the very core of their being. As a 
rule this was the premonition of death. Such men 
were written off in advance, regarded as walking 
corpses. In those days he had felt no pity but 
rather a surprised disgust at human weaknesy. 
at such depth of degradation. and had feared 
only that something similar might one day affect 
himnscll. 

“A fat lot of fighting well de with a wet raz 
like him! His snot’s hanging down to his belly! 
Shooting’s too kind for him!” 

“Stop that, Rubin,” Kuznetsoy rounded on him. 
“What's made you so vicious towards everyone? 
I can’t understand it. Your hands are al! night, 
aren't they? Can you press the trigger? I wouldn't 
believe you if you said you couldn’t. Remember 
that!” 

“You're very kind to me, aren’t you, Lieuten 
ant. Ever so kind! Not like you treat Chibisav. 
What have you got agin me?” 

“Think what you like,” Kuznetsov said. and 
frowned in the direction of Drozdovsky’s erect 
figure standing over the scout Zoya was banday- 
ing. Defiantly he reflected that it did not really 
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matter whether or not he had heard the conversa- 
tion with Chibisoy. 

“Lieutenant Kuznetsov! Who was thal whining? 
Chibisov? What's the matter with him? Is he 
refusing to go?” 

Drozdovsly strode up, smart and erect as ever, 
ready for action, splashing his caldness over 
everyone, just as he had heen in fhe train and dur- 
ing the march. He still seemed to have no doubts 
about anything whatever. He was calm and seif- 
confident. Nothing had happened to him or ever 
would happen. Kuznetsov replied as curtly as 
possible, “You're heartng things, Battery Com- 
mandcer, ['m responsible for Chibisoy.” 

“Possibly. Now listen to me, Kuznetsov,” Droz- 
dovsky spoke as if the decision had already been 
daken. “We must go out for those scouts in a 
bigger xroup. Phrce men can’t bring in three 
others. IH ga as well. With the two signallers, I'll 
follow you, To the right of the two burnt-out car- 
riers.” 

“You ncedn’t worry. Battery Commander,” 
Kuznetsov answered cstrangedly. “Tf there's 
anyone sfill alive there, we'll bring thom hack 
somehow.” 

“T'm not worrying, Kuznetsov. But I shall come 
on after you!” Drozdovsky’s nostrils and long. 
girlish lashes quivered as he cyed Kuznetsov from 
bead to foot, then he turned away, brushed past 
the stolidly silent Rubin and strode back to the 
gun, where Zoya, helped by Nechayev, was still 
bandaging the now specchless seout. 

Tf I'm killed today, it’s what had to be, Kuz- 
nelsoy reflected, gripping the butt of his tommy 
gun. then drove the thought away at once, won- 
dering why it had occurred to him. “Cotnrade 
Lieutenant, we’re ready! Like for a wedding.” 


Ukhanoy came in from the communication 
trench with Chibisov, very smal! and = guiltily 
snhdued. following behind him. His head was 
drawn down into his shoulders and he carried his 
carbine ai his side like a useless lump of wood. 

“Fine then... Leave the carbine with Necha- 
yev, Take his tommy gun.’ Kuznetsov ordcred and 
nodded to Ukbanov. “You'll go with him, Pt go 
with Rubin, Right then. Forward!” 

Just then there was a stir of movement on the 
firing platform, Zova and Nechavev were carrying 
ihe scout dawn io the bank. His legs had suddenly 
rrown to an incredible size in thcir bandages. 
Zoya's voice reached Kuznetsov on the wind. in 
aharely audible whisper. 

“Good luck, boys! Mind you come back!" 

Kuzneisov did not answer. 


Chapter Twenty-One 


“Torward!” 

le was the last command that Chibisov had 
heard as they climbed over the parapet. Before 
he had gane ten paces everything—the dug-outs 
in the cliff. the gun-pil. the gun. the communi- 
cation trenches—all seemed to disappear as if 
thoy had never existed. and at once he was over- 
come hy a Feeling of being utterly exposed and 
isolated from everyone and everything that had 
heen his. With anguish gnawing at the mt of his 
stomach. Chibisov hobbled along behind Ukhanovy, 
stiuunbling into decp shell-holes, scrambling out 
of them in terror. trying to shout, “Where’re we 
going!” and then staggermg on. 

Something seemed to be coming towards him 
from the lurking unknown of the steppe, from 
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the hostile semi-darkness ahead, where evcry- 
thing was freezing in the smake-like rustle of the 
flying snow, in the stillness of the faint glew from 
behind them. Af times it seemed as if the whitish 
shapes ahead were creeping forward amid the 
waves of snow, as if the prostrate bodies between 
the black hulks of tanks with their faint metallic 
tappings were silently stirring, as if the white 
heads in those squave enemy helmets were cau- 
tioushy rising out of the snow in front. 

Numb with fear, Chibisov flung himsclf flat. 
xroping for the trigger of his gun in a kind of 
drunken panic. Surcly they were Germans! 

But there were no shats. Ukhanov did not throw 
himself down or give any command. He padded 
forward in silence leaning into the wind, step- 
ping over the huddled bodies that seemed to 
writhe under the drifting snow. Somehow manar- 
ing to recover his breath, Chibisov scraped the 
frost off his wet evelids and saw that he was 
surrounded by bodies that were now frozen inta 
the ground, Snow had been drifting over them 
since morning. They must be the Germans that 
had jumped ont of burning tanks. 

Vhank God they are dead! The thought ham- 
meréd at hig temples, where his heart now secmed 
to be beating We're walking over dead 
bodies to reach the living.... Lord Almighty, 
where are we going? Isn't Ukhanev afraid to be 
going towards the Germans like this? There must 
be some live ones lurking here! Am I going to 
be captured a second time? It wouldn't take a 
minute for them to swround us. Then they'd 
start their shouting. - . . 

The theught breanght on a fresh spasm of ter- 
ror and the trembling of his stomach muscles 
made him even weaker. He darted his eyes to the 
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right, straining to see where Kuznetsov and Rubin 
were going. But there was no sign of them. I 
couldn't stand it all over again. T just couldn't. I'd 
rather kill myself! God Almighty, have mercy on 
me and my children! I'm not a wicked man. 1 
wouldn't harm a cat or even a dog—T've never 
harmed anyone in my life! Never raised a finger 
against the wife or the kiddies! People always 
said I was a quiet boy, laughed at me because I 
never liked fighting... T never meant to hurt that 
lad from the patra]! Tt was an accident. T was so 
seared and cold! fs that what I'm being punished 
for? Chibisov muttered the words to himsclf, as he 
stumbled along, addressing some being who ruled 
over his life, and gradually he began to make oul 
where he was going. The dim outlines of tanks 
wabhled into his field of vision. then the darkness 
swam with vague violet shapes, as when the eyes 
are tightly closed, 

“Stop. Chibisov! Down!’ Ukhanov’s command 
hit hitn Itke a blaw on the head. “Germans!” 

Deafened by the blood hammering at the back 
of his skull, Chibisev tripped over something that 
crunched like a heart of cabbage and tell flat on 
his face into the drifting snow. In utter confusion 
he raised his head. A blob of Hight floated and 
blinked before his damp eyelashes. Dim white fig- 
ures rosé from a mound and with them, the dark, 
wavering shape of 4 vehicle. 

Then he was petrificd by a frightened but 
threatening shout in a forcign tonguc 

“Wer ist da? Halt!” 

Ws them! The thought exploded in Chibisov's 
brain. He began to craw] away frantically jerking 
back the bolt of his submachime-gun with numb 
fingers, hut at that moment a hand gripped his 
shoulder like a vice, and a voice hissed in his ear, 
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“Don't shoot! This way! Behind the tank! Where’re 
you off to? Keep to the right, fo the right!” 

Ukhanov was beside him. nudeing his shoulder 
violently. Ee obedicntly changed direction and 
with a strangled sok crawled on his helly to the 
right, afraid cyen to look up, raking snow into 
his boots and mittens. Then the foreign voice 
shouted again. 

“Halil” 

A submachine-cun fired deateningly, tearing 
his ears. flashing overhead. The whole steppe was 
lit up in a merciless clare. Por a few seconds the 
glare floated in the slcy and in those [ew seconds 
Chibisov repeated to himsclf, “They can see us, 
they can sec us! They ll come at us in a minute 
and we won't even have time Lo shoot!” 

“Keep quict! What arc you toultering about? 
Singing psalms? Ukhanow’s voice reached him as 
if through a thick pillow. 

“Germans!.. . Sergeanl!—” 

“Lie still, { tell you! Why are you meaning, 
dad? Are you round the bend?” 

The snow gleamed unbearably bricht. Chibi- 
sov drew his lees up to his belly in sheer misery 
as the flare landed about ten metres awav. behind 
the tank where they were sheltering It hissed in 
the snow. scattermg firework sparks at his feet, 
sprinkling the grey armour of the tank and its 
ugly, mofianless tracks. Its bluish light fell on an 
ice-coated log that lay with what looked like a 
broken branch sticking out of it, sparkling phos- 
ohorescently. “he low was just where something 
had crunched when Chibisov tripped over it. It 
was the body of a German tankman. 

“Took, Chibisov. there’x a watch on his wrist.” 
Ukhanoy whispered with a slight nudge of his 
elbow. “What a waste, eh! Why are you shaking 
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like a goat's tail? Got frozen again? Can you still 
feel the trigger? The main thing. dad, is not to 
gel scared. Nothing worse than death can happen 
to you. How old are you? Past thirty by the look 
of it?” 

“Tm frozen to the hone, Sergeant.... Um over 
forty-cight. Frozen stiff Lam... .” 

“Well, you're no chicken. Keep your fingers 
moving, kecp ‘em moving all the time. [t wan't 
be much longer now. They ll quicten down and 
we'll push on. We'll get through. We'll crawl 
round them to the right. then make a dash for the 
two carriers by the ravine. Don’t worry, dad, 
we'll make it!” 

The flare went out and it suddenly heeame 
even darker than hefore, and from this deeper 
darkness that the distant glow had not yet over- 
come a forch flashed suspiciously on the mound: 
foreign voices and what sounded like a laugh of 
encouragement came to them on the wind. and 
again the torch flashed a signal amid the shifting 
shadows. 

“They're coming this way! They're coming!. 
Fire, Sergeant, fire! Chibisov forced out be- 
tween uncontrollably chattering teeth and 
clutched madly at his gun, which begun to shake 
limply in his grasp. Fivery fibre of fis hody pro- 
tested against what might now happen to him. 
His mind was darkened by the horror of it and 
by hatred of the voices that had reached him. by 
the German laughter, which seemed to come from 
the hillock only a hundred paces away. He groped 
for the trigeer and squeezed desperately. 

Ukhanov felt the scorching muzzle flashes. 
Scattered shouts broke out ahead. Answering 
bursts clanged off the tank above him. Snow flew 
in his face and he heard a delirious voice beside 
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hian, “Smash ‘crn, Sergeant! Shoot ‘em down, Ser- 
geanl!” Before he bad quite grasped what was 
happening he saw Chibisov in the light of a fare, 
lying on his side by the tank track. Me was cutch- 
ing convulsively at his forcarm and at the same 
time tying to reach for his tommy gun, which 
seemed ta have been knocked out of his hands. 

Ukhanov snapped at him in a furious whisper. 
“Don't vell! Shut vour mouth and keep quset!” Ele 
crawled over to Chibisov and pulled back the top 
od his mitten, “What are vou yelling for? Are you 
wounded? Why are you holding your arm?” 

“It's gone all numb.... I can’t shoot, Ser- 
veant.. 2 

“It’s not numb. It’s been snicked by a bullet! 
Can't you feel it? Let me have a look!” Ukhanoy 
felt and exainined the sleeve of Chibisov’s great- 
coal, already a little moist with blood, and swore 
ip annoyance. “Why did you shoot, you old devil? 
Did I give the order? Why the hell did you open 
fire?” 

“Sergeant, I’m sorry!... I can’t bear to hear 
that babbling of theirs.... I couldn’t stand it... 
Min sorry...” 

For a moment Ukhanov cyed bim with re- 
proachful pity, then lifted his broken, feverishly 
trembling body, which could not yct feel the 
wound, and propped him against the tank track. 

“Did you remember your prison camp? Was 
that it?" he said bitterly. “Lucky as a corpse, you 
are, dad! Stopped a bullet right away!” He 
slipped the magazine out of Chibisov's tommy gun, 
slung the gun round his neck and, as if to calrn 
himsclf. passed his icy mitten over his face. 

“Off vou go then, dad, crawl back to the bat- 
tery! This is no place for yon. You ought to have 
been cooking porridge in the kitchen long ago. 
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And keep well down of you'll stop something 
worse, Back into the rear, dad! They'll handage 
you up there. OF yau yo!” 

He pushed him away from the lank and, when 
Chibisoy began to wriggle away among the shell- 
holes, flung himself down in the snow, biting at 
it for its grimy moisture, as if tortured by thirst. 

‘Ukhanoyv! Ukhanoy!" 

He looked up at the sound of an anxious shout 
to the right, where one of the outpost’s trenches 
had been. Kuznetsov and Rubin were runmung 
towards him like long shadows on the snow; the 
next moment they both flung themselves down 
beside him, panting [or breath. Vorestalling their 
questions, he rapped hearscly, “Chibisows been 
wounded. Not badly. In the arm. | sent him back. 
We ll manage without him.’ 

“L thought so!” Kuznetsov frowned. “Never 
mind. Perhaps it’s for the best.” Fle moved nearer. 
“Listen, Ukhanoy, I ran into some chaps from the 
cuiposts. lve just had a chat with a machine- 
guoner, lad with a great big moustache, They're 
collecting ammunition from the trench, The grease 
in their machine-guns is frozen. hey’re trying 
to thaw them out. | thought there wasn't a soul 
left, but there are a few. Not a single officer, 
though. They said at's about a hundred and hity 
meires tn the two wrecked carriers. We'll wait for 
the Germans to quicten down a bit, then move 
on withoul any shooting.” 

“Got out af the fehting nice and easy, hasn’t 
he!” Rubin said with gloomy disappointment in 
his voice, “I bet he’s pleased as punch, the little 
squit. Glad fo be still in one piece!” 

“No shooting, Lieutenant?” Ukbanov queried, 
still spitting snow. He picked up Chibtsoy 5 mag- 
azine disk calmly and iucked it away dawn the 
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front of his greatcoat. “Right you are. These 
corpse calleetors are only shvelmg te frighten us 
off. Pm sure we'll gct Lhrough, Lieutenant.” 

‘Lhe spluttcring roar of tank engines wilh a 
whir and back-tring that denoted disengaged 
gears broke out from the edge of the village on 
the right. ‘The echoes cut through the brief still- 
ness of the uiyht. 

“They're wartuing up their engines,” Kuzne- 
tsuv said listening. “And they rc pretty near, 
Now!” 

Rubia had bared his small teeth spitefully to 
make some retort, but the sharp command brought 
him suddenly to his fect, 

“Forward! We'll make a dash for it!” 

They covered the renaining hundred and lifty 
metres to Lhe carricrs on the edge of the ravine 
in short spurts, then waited, lying in the snow, 
and crawled on further among thy shell-boles. 
‘Lhe German burial squad had stopped tiring: and. 
was now on their Teil and a little behind then. 
But on the right and ahead, from the [ringe of 
the south-bank village, where the tank engines 
bad been warming up, the Germans started send- 
ing’ up bunches of flares that cast a dangerous 
light over the steppe every live seconds. 

Evidently they were worried by the firing 
near the bank but, though they were observing 
the steppe from two sides, they did mot shoot tor 
fear of hitting their own men. At least, so it 
seenied to Kuznetsov when after ronning and 
crawling they eventuatly reached the twe car- 
riers and dropped exhaustedly in the snow. 
Rubin was panting violently, gulping air into 
his lungs. Kuanetsoy's face was rigid from con- 
tinual exposure to the drifting ynow and luis 
heart was beating in tailing double thuds. For 
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aboul twe minutes no oné moved, feeling as if 

they would never be able to get up. Ukhanov 

recovered his breath first, levered lnmuself to his 

Jeet with the butt ef his gun and leaned against 
the side of the carrier, speaking in a hoarse whis- 
er. 

“It looks as if there’s a bomb crater about fifty 
metres to the right, Lieutenant. Just on the edge 
of the ravine. Lhere’s cnough carth thrown up 
round it. Where else could it be? Ihe ground is 
pretty Hat round here.... So we'll have to do 
some more crawling and they'te making the 
place light as day. Ubey must have got wind ot 
us. the devils!” 

Kuznetsov rested his tommy gun ip the crook 
of his arm—his fingers felt as it they had necdies 
driven into them—and stood up beside Ukhanoy, 
staring across the menacingly intlamed expanse 
beyond the carriers, where “rhe whitish edges of 
what they thought might he a bomb erates formed 
a lairly high mound. Lv the right he could make 
out the Iast bluish-while, snow-covered roals 
of the village, on to which the dying flares were 
dropping aiter splitting the sky with a radiance 
that the lrosty mist lirst intensified and then 
choked. The incredible nearness of the Germans 
gave him a stifled, prickly fceling in the chest and 
he begian to think he could see in the village streels 
the dark turrets of the tanks with dim Jigures 
moving round them, and even hear voices shout- 
ing amid (he crackle and hum of engmes. 

‘The scouts can’t be oul there, in thal crater, 90 
close to the Germans! There must be two other 
carriers somewhere elue. These are the wrong 
ones! 

They had made a mistake and come to the 
wrong spot! All they had done in such stubborn 
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desperation had been for nothing. to no purpose. 
Stull awarc of the same stifled, prickly feeling 
in hig chest and unable te order the final dash to 
the crater, Kuznetsov nevertheless made an effort 
and forced himself to zive a command. 

*Ukhanoy, crawl forward and find out. Is this 
the right crater, damn it? Otherwise we're going 
to crawl into trouble right uoder Fritz’s nose. 

“It luoks like it. Lieulenant.” 

“Go and check. We'll wait here,” 

“Tl find out, Lieutenant.” 

Ukhanov said no more. As soon as he crawled 
away trom the carvicrs and his broad back be- 
gan to merge with the drifling snow, Kuznetsov 
brought his tommy gun to the ready, pulled off 
his mitten, found the trigger with an almost 
oumb finger and wedged his shoulder firmly 
against the side of the carrier. 

It weve made a mistake, IU leave Ulhanov 
and Rubin here and Jook for the crater myself. 
U brought them out here. | can't alford to risk a 
single man, 

‘Vhose faint outlincs of heaped, snow-pow- 
dered soil might turn out to be the parapet of the 
German outpost. Every muscle tense, his eyes 
fixed on Ukhanov as he wormed his way for- 
ward amid the flurries of snow, Kuznetsov pre- 
pared himself to give covering fire at the hrst 
shot from the German trenches. In the blinding 
darkness between two Germun flares, he lost 
track of him. The strange stillness seemed to 
strike him in the tace and he shuddered. ‘Uhen 
light blazed again over the roofs and there was 
nothing but level radiant snow, a few bushes 
waving in the wind, and not a sign of the white 
tigure ahead. ‘The tanks in the village had grown 
quie.. 
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“Rubin, can you see Ukhanov? Can you see 
him anywhere?” 

“Why's it so quiet all of a sudden, Lieutenant? 
Jie seems to have vanished—not a sgn of him.” 
Rubin breathed heavily, rising on Ins hawnches 
and lilting his big frozen. znxious face. ““Mehhe 
they've vrabbed him. Lieutenant?” 

But the next moment from the swirling, rus- 
tling murk that was suddenly turned into pitch 
dackness as the chemical radiance faded from the 
sky there carne a burried ery. something between 
an cxclamation and a shout. 

“This way!... This way!” 

“Forward. Rubin!’ Kuznetsov ordered, and 
regardless of whatever danger or relief there 
wight be in that unexpected “this way”. he dashed 
forward with a shiver of excitement in the sav- 
ing five seconds of darkness. 

Rubin broughi bis tommy gun to his hip and 
charged atter him, panting heayily over his 
shoulder. 


Chapter Twenty-Two 


The huge bomb crater about one hundred 
metres from the ravine was indecd the one m 
which the division’s reconnaissance scouts had 
been compelled to take refuge when caught by 
hatile during their belated return [ror patral. It 
must have formed a black smoking pit amid the 
sunlit whilencss of the steppe. and the tanks 
attacking from the ravine would have had to 
circle round il. Later on, two armoured troop 
carriers had passed within a few metres of it and 
come under direct dire {rom the Sovict batteries, 
which had quickly set them ablaze. 
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When Kuznetsov with Rubin behind him 
reached the edge of the crater, naked down into 
ils bluish depths and saw Ukhanov fumbling with 
something at the hattom. all he wanted to know 
was whether the uiher scouts were there. whether 
they were still alive. As he ran down the steep 
slupe. he let out a panting, “Are they alive?” 

“V'wo of them here,’ Ukhanov replied. 

The twa dim shapes lay on the bottom of the 
crater as if locked together iu a death grip, Likha- 
nov was squatting beside therm, trying in vain to 
pull ther apart. He was jerking their shoulders 
and yhaking them and. surprisingly. they were 
showing some fainr signs of life; onc of them was 
wealing a camouflage cape and steamy breath 
was rising trom the fluffily [rasted hood, while the 
eyes, scaurecly visible between thick rims of frost, 
looked up at Ukbanoy under the woolly white 
caterpillars of the brows and an incoherent mutter 
rove fromm the throat, 

“Ler go your hands, lad, let gat Were your 
own men—Russians! Can't you hear me?” Ukha- 
nov was saving.’ Now then! Look up at me, lad!” 

“Danim me, if that one im the cape isu’t ows and 
the ather’s a German!” Rubin exclaimed in amuaize- 
menl, “Took. they're breathing! Stone the 
crows!" 

“The other one’s a German.” Ukhaney repurt- 
ed. “Have a look. d acutenant.” 

Only now was Kuznetsov able to distmguish one 
from the other of the two men lying locked in a 
frozen embrace at the bottom of the crater. It 
was one of their own scouts and a rather big. 
heavily built German in a fur hat and greateaut, 
quite grey from the salt-like snow that had exten 
imto the pile. The German's gloved bands were 
ticd behind his back and his white Lony face was 
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half covered by the fur collar, but there was uo 
gag in his mouth. Sensing that there were people 
round him, he began to snort without opening his 
heavy. bulldog jaws and worked his cheek round 
in the snow. Needles of frost hung duwn from 
his broad dilated nostrils like long. wet whiskers. 

“Hi there, Jad! Loosen your grip! It’s your 
own men, understand? We've come to help you.” 

Not without using some feree, Ukhanov re- 
leased the German [rom the hnop-like arms of the 
scout, whe let him go with a faint groan, He 
must have been holding his prisoner for hours, 
gripping him from behind to preserve Lhe Tast 
warmth in their bodies. Ukhanov pulled the 
scout to one side and said to Kuznetsov, “The 
German's still alive and kicking! But our lad 
secms to be a gonner. Why the hell didn't he take 
that bulldog’s greatcoat? Look, it’s fur-lincd, 
Lieutenant! Did he think he was so valuable he 
had to coddle him? Shall I untie this one’s paws? 
He won't run away now.” 

“Where's the third man? I don’t see him any- 
where,” Kugnelsoy said tensely. “That other lad 

said there would be two seauis here. Up you go, 
Rubin, and have a look round. He may have 
erawled out. Search al] round the edye of the 
crater!” 

Kuanctsov looked down at the scout lying silent- 
ly on his back. The hood pulled down to his 
closed eyes was like a mask of sugar. ‘Lhe front of 
his cape was torn to shreds, the belt was missing 
and bas quilted jacket was plastered with snow. 
The splayed legs looked like logs in their padded 
trousers and felt boots, which were caked with a 
mixture of snow and dirt. One leg was particu- 
larly thick because of some wrappings above the 
knee, trom which there dangled something Ubin 
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and twisted, like a frozen belt. [t was indeed the 
scout's belt, which he had used as a kind of tour- 
niquct. He must have dune it in haste some time 
ago without ¢ven taking off the boot or slitting the 
trouser leg, counting on the belt alone to step the 
blood. 

The whole patrol must have been surprised 
early that morning in the village, and the survi- 
yors had only managed to crawl us far as this 
when the bombing started. But where were their 
weapons” TIow many had there been altogether? 
‘Where was the other scout? 

There were none of the scout’s weapons in the 
crater. A massive foreign holster, evidently taken 
from the German, was lying on the slope. already 

half buried in a drift. Kuzuetsov pulled at out, It 
was empty and he threw it away. Then he bent 
over the scont and tried gently to ease the hood 
away trom his face but it was impossible. Face 
and hood were [used in a solid crust. The crackle 
of it made hun jerk his hand away. 

“Listen, lad, Kuznetsov said without much 
hope that the scout would hear him. “We're vour 


own side, we're Russians... Vhere were two of 

you here. Where's the other? Where did the other 
” 
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But the man’s hissing mutter made no sense. It 
seemed to consist of only two syllables, “Ger- 
ma. . .Get-ma. - 

“German?” Kuznetsov decided. Docs he want to 
say something about the German? Or does he take 
me for one? 

“Well. shall we start carrymg them back. 
Lieutenant?” Ukhanov’s voice interrupted his 
thoughts. “Shall we have to carry this great Jump 
on our backs as well? Lock what the JJun is doing 
now, Lieutenant! Has he gone mad or wild? Shall 
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I give him one between the eyes to calm him 
down?” 

At first Kuznetsov could not understand what 
had come over the German cither, Now thai 
Ukhanoy had unticd him he was rolling Hike a 
white log about the bottom of the evater, beating 
the snow frenziedly with his tur boots and fists, 
jerking his head epileptically. arching his back, 
Hinging himself down on his chest and uttering 
wild, sobbing eries; his teeth gleamed bluishty as 
if in silent laughter, his eves bulged hysterically. 
Either the celd had robbed him of his sanity ar he 
was warming himself in a fit of animal joy now 
that at last his torment was over and he was 
no longer lying imprisoned in the peirified 
embrace of the Russian scout, expecting to be 
kalled. 

“Cerfluckter, verfluchter!...° the German 
croaked out the strange lorcign words. foaming 
at the mouth and rolling frum side to side. 
“Rus... Rus... Uerfluckter!” 

“Looks aa if he’s gute a rank,” Ukbanov 
remarked, observing the German with conde- 
scending curiosity. “is he sweariny. Lieutenant? 
Going off the deep end?” 

“Sounds like it,” Kuznetsov replied. 

Then the German went limp. rolled over on 
his side and his hands im their leather gloves 
fumbled with the folds of his greatcoat; suddenly 
his back grew tense again, hig head jerked up, his 
eyes rolled and he seemed either to howl or weep, 
flauing the snow with his fur boots. 

“Do il in your trousers, Fritz, itll keep you 
warm, Ukhanov said mockingly, interpreting the 
German's movements. “There's na one here to 
unbuiton your fly lor you. Youll have to put up 
with it. you hitleriie pain in the neck. We haven't 
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got a batman with a chamber pot to lok after 
sou.” 
“Uerfluchter, ftus, verfluchter'... leh sterbe, 
FOUS. 55” 

“Steh auf! Kuznetsov ordered suddenly, 
desperalely trymg to remember a few seraps of 
schoal German, and went over to the otheer, wha 
had suddenly grown very still. “Ste auf!" he re- 
peated. “Cet up!” 

The German’s eyes stared up glassily from the 
bony face and focussed on Kuznetsov’s tommy 
gun. His tecth stopped chaltermg and a muffled 
sound came out im reply. Kuznetsoy jabbed 
his shoulder with the cun and repeated more 
sharply: 

“Steh auf, schnetl! Schnell. T said!” 

The German sat up hurriedly and tried to rise. 
but his legs gave way under him and he toppled 
sideways against the wall of the crater: with aneth- 
er choking sob he struggled on to all fours, then 
rose unsteadily to his feet. He was a head taller 
than Kuznetsoy, burly, thickset. ten much so in his 
fur-lincd greateoat. Flis face was very close, an 
alien face. expecting a blow. wary, and ut the 
same Lime still trying to alfect arrogance. 

“You'll be his escort, Ukhanov. He seetns to 
be an tmportant swine,” Kuznetsov snapped with 
a heree thrill of hatred at being so close to a live 
nazi, a being that had been hateful even in imay- 
ination, Yes, this was just how he had ima- 
gined them all and now he [elt quile sure that 
there was nothing human, not a single normal 
quality, left in the heart of this prisoner. 

Between them lay a great abyss of suffcring, 
bleod, conceptions of cach other born of hatred, 
a way of lile that was utterly forcign and incom- 
prehensible, hostile, incompatible ideas. Between 
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them was war and weapons ready fur ac- 
tion 

“And you'll be responsible for him!’ Kuznct- 
soy snapped fiercely. 

“TH take him in, Licutenant. He'll be yood as 
gold with me.” Ukhanov promised. He went up 
to the German and uncerenmniously searched his 
pockets. took out a lighter and a crompled packet 
et cigarcttes, deliberately unbuitoned his great- 
coat, fished a wallet out of the bemedalled tunic, 
then he tumed back the frozen cuff and said half- 
questioningly, “Look what a fuss the scouts made 
of him. They left him everything... Shall ] take 
his watch, Lientenant?” 

“Lo bell with it! And leave him his lighter and 
cigarettes! To hell with them tov!’ Kuznetsoy 
snapped disgustedly, “Taking stuff from a lousy 
fascist swine. 

“T don’t see any lice on him,’ Ukhanov released 
the German's sleeve with a smirk and opencd the 
wadlet. “look at this, Lieutenant—photographs. 
Tlaven't you noticed? (n all the Germans’ photo- 
geaphs their kids are like angels. Particularly the 
virls, And all in white stockings.” 

“No, I haven't, Give it all back,” Kuznetsov 
ignored the photographs completely, as if there 
could be nothing normal and human even in the 
German’s persanal wallet. 

“Just tell me this. Licutenant. Why the blazes 
do we always treat them so soft?” 

Apparently the German had undeistoed some- 
thing. With the repetition of the word ‘‘licuten- 
ant” the deliberately arrogant expression disap- 
peared and was succceded by one of hesitant 
request. Fe swayed lowards Kuznetsov, this frown- 
ing Russian boy who gave his orders in such an 
angry tone, and croaked hoarsely, “Zivaretter. .. 
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meine Zigaretten.... Herr Leutnant, rauchen, 
rauchen.,., deh will rauchen, Herr Leutnant! 
Rauchen 

His legs lailed him again and he Hopped down 
on his bottom in the snow, looking up al Kuzne- 
isov and jerking his neck as though he were 
haying difficulty in swallowing. 

“Give them back. He wants to smoke, see?” 
Kuznetsov said seorntully. 

Sall forwning, he went over to the scout. He 
was lying in the same position, his Ices splayed, 
frail pulfs of steam rising over the hood that was 
frozen to his face. They had to get him out af 
here, but how could it be done without further 
injuring his wounded leg? 

What had happened to that second scout? Per- 
haps ihe one who had got through had been mis- 
taken? Where was Rubin? 

The whole rim of Lhe craler was swirling with 
dense snow flurries, regularly iluminated hy 
bursting flares that could not be seen from the 
depths of their refuge, Now and then frozen snow 
erystals showered over the rim and rustled down 
the sloping wall of the crater. Outside the wind 
was blustering freely over Lhe might-bound steppe, 
and within two hundred paces there were Ger- 
mans—thcir tanks, their abseryatian pasts on the 
edge of the village. Rubio had not come back. 

IUs time to go! We can't wail any lonyer.... 1 
must call Rubin in and get started on the way 
hack, We can’t take anv more risks! In a moment- 
arv fit of anxiely, of mental agony at baving 
subjected himself and the othcrs to such danger for 
so long, le was aboul io tell Ukbanoy ty pick up 
the scout and set off at once, bul it was too late. 

A machine-gun burst Liat seemed to be right 
overhead sent him instinclively scrambling up the 


421 


sloping wall of the crater with a sign to Uklanoy 
to slay down for the time being. When he 
reached the top and peered into the swirling 
snow, his first thought was Lhat Rubin had rum into 
Germans, 

A heayy machine-gun was hammermg reso- 
nantly on the edge of the village and a steady line 
of tracers was sweeping to the left of the crater 
over the burnt-out carriers. Evyervthing was 
flashing and Hickermg in the storm af flares going 
up from the edge of the village, but there was 
no one to be seen to the left, in the German's 
field of fire. 

“Rubin!” Kuznetsov called out, raising: himaelf 
on his elbows. “Rubin, come here!” 

Alt thal moment dim figures rose from the 
drifts about fifty metres beyond and to the left 
of the two carriers, ran a few steps towards a 
shell-hole and fell flat into the drifting snow. 
Instantly the machine-gun Lraccra swung glitter- 
ing towards them. 

That musl be Drozdoysky! But why was he sv 
far away from the carriers? Didn't he realise 
where they were? 

“To the right! Vo the right! This way!’ Kuz- 
netsoy shouted, vaisme himselt bigher ap his cl- 
hows, to dee them better. 

‘Chey started crawling wwards the eraler with 
machine-gun bullets following Lhem all the way. 
About ten metres tram its edge the one in front 
rose for a second and shouted, “Lieutenant! It's 
us!” 

Kuznetsov was able to make out Rubin's pow- 
erful shoulders, and a litthe to the left, the slim 
agile igure of Druzdovsky, crawling like a lizard 
towards the crater with two signallers from the 
headquarters platoon, and beside him. under a 
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white hat, a familiar and yet unfamiliar face that 
should never have heen there at all. It was Zoya’s, 
Deceptively anunaicd by danger, it scemed to be 
trying to say that she was not in the least wor- 
ried by the possibility of being killed or wound- 
ed, that there was really no danger at ull, 

Why had they brought her with them? What 
help could she be to anyone out here? Why was 
she here? Kuznetsov was more annoyed than 
surprised and, as he saw Zoya look up with the 
same expression at the tracers flying overhead, 
he waved his gun and shouted furiously, “Hurry 
up! Get a moye on! Into the crater all of you!” 

“Comrade Licutenant!"” Rubin panted. crawl- 
ing nearer. “I looked everywhere, crawled all 
over the place. There's no other scout here. . 
lve searched every inch of ground. Then | saw 
our Jot runiuimg across, to the left. So I ran alter 
nae to show them the way and we were spol- 
ted!” 

“Of course, you were! Running! Did you think 
you werc back home?” Kuznetsov cut in angrily, 
with bitter emphasis on the word ‘running’. 
“Putting on a yaricty show for them! Down inte 
the crater! All of yen!" 

‘Lhe snow-covered bodics crawled breathtcssly 
to ihe edge of the crater, then rolled and slith 
ered together into its depths. Drozdoveley’s voice 
rang out anxiously. “Kuznetsoy, is everything all 
tight? Are the scouts here?” 

There was no point in answering. Kuznetsov 
Was too irritated by the fire they had provoked. 
Without going down into the craicr. he lay 
waiching the bursts radiating to the lelt of the 
carriers, which they would have to pass to get 
back to the gun, While he was trying to visualise 
the sector under fire, he suddenly became aware 
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that someone was sul] on the edge of the crater, 
and erawled over to him. He felt quick Lreathing 
on his cheek, and a voice at his car said, “Auz- 
nechik, dear!... You're still alive? Thank goud- 
ness. it’s you.... Here Tam, look at me, &uzne- 
chik!” 

‘Tye seen you.” he replicd, wrning away 
almost hastilely, “What's all this about?’ 

Zoya sat up on the edge of the crater and let 
her legs dangle. Icr cap was on one side, her 
hair and long eycbrows were spattered with 
snow. The prickly time on her lashes made her 
dark, slanting eyes seem unnaturally questionmg. 
wide with exeitement. There was somethme 
boyish and challenging in her sideways tilted 
cap, m those smiling lips. 

“Hullo, Ruznechih!’ she repeated in the same 
affectionate tonc, pronouncing Lhe funny Tittle 
name she had invented almost with delight, and 
peercd into his closed. unresponsive tace. “I 
didn’t expect to see you again alive! Chibisoy 
came in wounded and said you had nim into 
Germans right away. [ heard the shootiny my- 
self.... That's why 1 came. Js Ukhanoy wound 
ed? Can't you hear me. Rucnecttk? 

“Tm no &uenechtk! Ukhamuv's quite all right! 
And so am 1. Isn't that obvious? Chibisov would 
fell you anything! There's nothing for you to do 
here!” He paused, then said rudely, “So you 
came to carry back the wounded? Tow bloody 
ridiculous | Who asked you to crawl Give hundred 
metres?” 

“Dont shout at me. kuzvecttk.” Her slightly 
swollen lips parted and she smiled again. “I’m the 
medical instructor, you know. not the wite you 
don't love any more. No, Ruenechik, you did't 
mean to shout at me. did you? Why do vou, then? 
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Youve started giving me orders, huznechih. But 
am I one uf your subordinates?” 

“Get down there!” he commanded. “There's 
a wounded scout in the crater. But it’s no use 
changing Lhe dressing now. We've got to take him 
back first. Get down. Well be leaving in a 
minute! ’TIe waited aloofly unul Zoya had chubed 
down into the erater. then shouted, “Rubin, report 
to me!” 

“Are we going now, Comrade Ticutenant?” 
Rubin said doubtfully from the slope. and 
coughed up steam. “Shouldn't we wait a bit? 
They're pretty jumpy at the moment.” 

“Of course, we'll wait till they quieten down. 
Kecp watch from here!” 

Having wviven this order, Kuznetsoy climbed 
down from the cde, stood up on the slope, slung 
the tommy gun across his chest, and walked down 
into the crater, 

Frervone seemed to be waiting for him. The 
two signallers with earflaps tied under theu chins 
were lying in the snow, trying to recover their 
breath after their dangcrous passage. Both were 
casting wary glances now at the wounded scout, 
now at Zoya, now at the captured German, who 
way sitting beside Ukhanov. his head in its tall 
hat bent low over his knees, his gloved hands 
tucked under the lapels of his fur-lined great- 
coat, Zoya was kneeling with her back to them, 
teeling the scout’s gruesomely swollen legs. but 
her medical bag still hung fastened at her side. 
Evidently she had decided not to change the 
dressing, She was mercly whispering somcthing 
to him. All the others were silent, listening to the 
continual chatter of the nearby machine-gun. 

Prozdaysky was standing between the wounded 
seout and the German, straightening his pistol 
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belt, which had been knocked awry by the long 
craw! through the snow, and glancing uncertainty 
fyom one to the other. In the carly half-light his 
pale, drawn face expressed impatience. 

At the sight of Kuznetsov coming down inlo the 
crater, he strode up to him and asked im a half- 
demandimy tone, “Where's the other scout? There 
should have been two with the German, so 1 
understood. Where's the sceond?™ 

“Who knows! We've searched all round the 
erater but couldo’t find him,” Ruznctsow replied. 
addressing Ukhanov rather than Drozdovsky. 
Ukhanoy was sitting by the German, rubbing 
frost of the breech of his tommy gun with great 
care. “T shouldn't think he gave himself up te 
the Germans! Musi have tried to crawl back and 
couldn't make it. Either he’s stuck half way or 
he’s reached the outpost trenches, One of the 
two,” 

“We've gut to search! We must search!" Droz- 
dovsky declared intensely. “We must find him. 
Kuznetsov! I got through to Division C.P. and 
reported where we were going, ‘This is what they 
told me. Ags soon as we get them back we must 


have no right to eave here tll we've found that 
second scout!” 

“We can't spend any more time searching. 
we've got to get everyone out of here! Before it’s 
light! Before they catch us all in this booby trap!” 
Kuznetsoy interrupted. “Don't you realise this 
crater is only two hundred metres from the Ger- 
man lincs? By daylight anyone could sce it from 
the village without field glasses. As soon as they 
calm duwn, we must get hack to the carriers, Lhen 
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on from there in short dashes past the tanks to 
the gun. You ought to have done your searching 
carlier, instead of roaming about — the steppe! 

Couldu't you even find two armoured carriers!” 

“Hear hear, Lientenant!" Ukhanoy said calm- 
ly, polishing the breech of his gun with his sleeve. 

Kuznetsov was referring to Drozdovskys mis- 
take, to his belated arrival with the two signallers, 
to his failure ta find the armoured carriers, which 
had attracted attention and brought them under 
fire just when they could have been carrying the 
wounded scout back to their own lines 

Drozdovsky stood biting his lips lor a moment, 
then said with conviction, “While ['m alive. I'm 
responsible for the battery! Respansible for every- 
thing, Kuznetsov. Including your life... . 

“Oh. are vou! No, thanks, Battery Commander, 
not for my lite. Pl be responsible for that niysclf, 
and for my own men as well, if Pm fucky!” 
Kuznctsoy said unrestrainedly, hut checked hin- 
scif. He did not want to go on like this in the 
presence of Zoya and the signailers, did not want 
to show his frank dislike of Drozdovsky. “Well 
leave it at that, Battery Commander!” he said. 
“You say we've got to search?” 

The heavy machine-gun on the edge of the vil- 
lage had been working its way methodically 
across the stcppe to the lett of the crater, and 
now the persistent whistle of bullets becarnie 
strangely slalionary, concentrating on one spot. 
The German wachine-gunner seemed to have 
found something worthy of further attention. 

“So you want us to ga on searching here, Bat- 
tery Corumander?™ Kuznetsov repeated, and 
looked round at the others in the crater. The 
signallers turned their heads guardedly in his 
direction. The German lifted his bony, frost- 
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hitten face from his knees and listened scowlingly 
and warily to the conversation Zoya looked up 
suddenly with a helpless question in her arched 
brows, her eyes durk onder her suow-sprinkled 
cap. Kuznetsov clenched his tecth. Why was she 
looking at hin like this? 

“AM right then, that's settled.” le said with an 
unnatural composure that he himself could net 
uoderstand “1ll stay here with Rubin. We'll 
have another look round. And al] of you, ax soon 
as there's a lull, will get to hell out of hicre! Ukha- 
nov, you will lead the way! Gr theyll get lost 
again fike a lot of sheep!” 

This is madness. | mast be insane. hie told him- 
self, realising the flack of logic in his decisians, 
Then anether thought occurred to him. What's 
come aver me? I'm losing my self-control. T know 
it’s hopeless to louk for this scout, yet Tm agree- 
ing to do so. ) even want fo luck for him. 

“Yos, make a search. Give Rubin the order 
i search the locality again. And we shall wait 

era!” 

Drozdoysky tugged nervously at the belt round 
his girlishly stim waist and tarned away, Vor a 
time he stood on the slope, erect. inscrutable. 
dangerous, as it there were something infallible 
in his order, in his unshakeable persistence. 

He said, ‘The second scout couldn't have gone 
tar. We have no right to report to the division 
that we Icft him here. We have no right to go 
away withaut him! Take the signailers with you 
as well, Kuznetsov!” 

“They re not needed.’ Kuznetsov replied. “Two 
oi us will he enough, Why send four men to be 
an eyesore for the Germans?” 

“Battery Commander. 

Zoya slipped past Kuznetsov so close that het 
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sheepskin brushed his greatcoat, and confronted 
Drozdovsky, speaking in a quietly appcasing tone. 

“We must take back this one scout now at 
least, He's very sick. He's badly frost-bitten and 
has fost a lot ot blood. I don't know whether we'll 
find the other scout alive, but this one ought to 
te. . 

‘Get up, Fritzy!* Ukhanov ordered and jerked 
the prisoner to his feet. rising bear-like himself. 
He slung his tommy gun over his shoulder. “Gei 
moving, you bastard! Dance! Jump about! Or 
you'll peg out before your time! Look lively!” 

He drove the German round the crater, shov- 
ing him this way and that, then let him go and 
lumbered heavily towards Drozdovsky, pushing 
Zoya gently aside. Tis expression, however, was 
one of fazy guod-naturedness and his stce¢l- 
capped front tooth showed in a smile. 

"Do you know the whole trath about yourself, 
Baltery Commander? JJaven't you ever thought 
about it? Just go away tor a moment, Zoya, 
please! Your presence embarrasses me. 

‘Ukhanov!...° Instead of going away she 
pressed forward and, almost in fright. shielded 
Drozdovsky with her slight. strained figure, as if 
she were trying to fight off Ukhaney with her 
cyes. “What are you going to do?.., Why?” 

“Step aside, Zoya, my girl, What can | do to 
him? No, there would be no sense in that. [’m 
a sergeant, he's a lieutenant. And we both 
learned the regulations off by heart back at tram- 
ing school, Se, as 7 was saying ; 

Very gently Ukhanoy cased her aside and, 
bending over Drozdoysky's straizht, gymmnast's 
shoulder, said something inaudible and very 
brief, then added in more distinct tones, “...And 
if you don’t care a damn about any of us who are 
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lett in ymur battery, at least try ta use your brains 
instead of your arse. Specially when you're 
reporting to Division H.Q.” 

What did you say?” Drazdovsky’s face twisted 
in an ugly sneer. Leaning back until he nearly 
fell over on the steep slope. he repeated sharply, 
“What did you say?!” 

“Take it casy, Battery Gommander!"” Ukhanov 
said caluiv, smiling only with his cyes. “We can 
be quile frank here, ‘This isn't the parade ground. 
Ged’s our witness, and he’s not very far away 
either. This is no breach of the regulations. It's 
not your order that’s being discussed. FT fust 
wanted you to know what I think of vou, Battery 
Commander. Bear it in mind, it may come in 
useful one day!” 

“Stop this, Ukhanov! That's enough!” Kuzne- 
tsov stepped in firmly, taking Ukhanov by the 
sleeve. That’s enough in front of this German 
here! Look at him. fs he going round the bend!" 

Drozdovsky remained standing stiffly crect, his 
face white and haggard, The German was sway- 
ing like a pendulum, stamping his feet in his fur- 
topped boots und weekly Wapping his arms 
tagether aver his chest. His listening cycs, which 
scemed to have been catching the sounds of the 
foreign specch, were becoming wild and glazed 
as they darted from Ukhanov to Kuznetsov. Ap- 
parently he had decided that the discussion was 
about him. His mouth opened wide and he 
breathed rapidly as if sutfering from a heart 
attack, but suddenly he staggered sideways and 
collapsed in the snow, croaking incoherent phrascs. 
of which the only words that made any sense were: 
“Rus, Schwein, ich steve. Es... halt.” 

“He's pulting it on!” Ukhanov declared. “He 
doesn’t ike being taken prisoner. The cold’s 
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driven him crazy. What did he say, Kuznetsov— 
Sehwem?” 

“Get up!" Kuznetsov ordered, and made a sign 
Ww the German with the barrel of his jimmy gun. 
“Steht auf! Move! Steht aust Move, I said!” 

The German remained lying on the ground, 
convulsively drawing up his knees to his chin and 
croaking [rom his igh turned-up collar. With 
a surprised look on his face Ukhanoy stepped 
forward and jerked at his collar so savagely that 
it began to tear, and when he started shaking him 
and saying at the same time, “I'll teach you to 
call us Schweta!l” the German let out a shrick as 
if he were expecting to die. Ukhanov then tuok 
him in a vice-like grip and clamped his imiiten 
aver his mouth, so that he could ale writhe help- 
lessly and let out choking moans. 

“You Nazi scum, vou! You'll forget the word 
Schwein! Youll forget cvery bloady word you 
ever knew?” 

“Ukhanoy, let him go! Youll choke him! .. 
What are you doimg, all of you?” Zoya, almost 
weeping, turned from one to another. “Why are 
you all so yicious? Oh, my dears, | hardly know 
you.... What's come over you all?” She thrust 
herself at Drozdovsky and snatched the sleeve 
of his greatcoat imploringly. “Wolodya, tell them 
you're not Tike this! They don’t know you as you 
really arc, Volodya!” 

“Go away! What are you interfering for?” Ilc 
tore her fingers from his slecve and stepped back. 
Hig teeth gleamed in a contemptuous sneer. “I 
hate interference from front-line tarts! Go and 
comfort Kuznetsov! He's soft-hearted, and you're 
sott-hearted] You're both a pair of saints! But 
let all your boy-friends, specially Kuznetsov, knaw 
that you won't be sJccpimg with any af them! 
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Don't count on that, sister of merey! After this 
batth: vou will leave the battery and go straight 
back to the medical battalion where you belong! 
You won't stay in the battery another day!” 

The expression on his face at that moment was 
repulsive. He touk another step back, as if to drive 
home the insult, and with a Rerce shrug of deter- 
nunution strode away up the slope so hurriedly 
tbat clods of frozen soil broke away and rolled 
down behind him 

On the edge of the crater he stood for a few 
seconds, then drew his pistul. and his voice broke 
us he gave the command, 

“Signallers! Take (he German prisoner and 
follow me—at the double!” 

Without waiting for anyone. he scrambled over 
the piles of carth and disappeared into the dark- 
ness. 

For a moment no one spoke. The German 
machine-gin was no longer sending its probing 
bursts across the steppe and the tup of the crater 
was shrouded in white clouds of diifting snow. 
Drozdovsky's loud command from above had the 
inexorable ring of clarity and both signallers 
jumped up al once, edged round Ulhanov and 
Kuznetsov and made for the German, reaching’ 
out for him as if they were trying ty catch a hare. 

“Stand back!” Kuznetsov snapped. placing 
himself between them and the German. “Pick up 
the seout and follow Drozdovsky! Ukhanov will 
take the German! Pick up the wounded scout!” 
And he actually pushed the signallers to where 
the scout was lying. “If vou don't get him there, 
you ll answer for it! Zoya!” 

He wanted to tell her te go with Ukhanoy, 
that she would be safer relurning to the gim with 
him, but his eves met hers and he said nothing 
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She had not scen him. She was not listening, even 
though sbe was looking at him. Her lingers were 
snatching at her mitten. Her eyes were dry und 
huge amd the long brows were arched in astonish 
ment, as though she could feel some unfamiliar 
pain and wus not surc where it was. 

“Fritz, de you know what | mean by sprint? 
We'll just see how you... .” 

Lkhanov led the German op the slope and 
flicked the sling of his tammy gun playfully. He 
said nothing to Zoya and waited patiently for her 
to move. 

“Zoya,” Kuznetsoy said at last, hoarsely. “You 
must co now, While it’s still quiet. You'll go 
with Ukhanov! Do you hear?” 

“Yes, I'll go. I'm just going.” Zoya shuddered 
aod bent her head Jow, hiding her face in the 
collar of her coat, then squatted beside the scout 
and spoke to the signallers with exaggerated 
cheerfulness, “Please. be careful. His left leg is 
badly wounded. Don't press on it. Please, be 
careful, boys!” 

‘The signallers taiscd the scout and groped at 
his body to find a more comfortable grip. 

“Forward,” Kuznetsov said, “Rubin and | will 
catch you up. if we're quick enough.” 

“Mind you don’t get caught by the Germans, . . . 
Stay alive. And don’t lose your head. Gatch us 
up, Auznechiz,” Zoya gave him a weak, sumchow 
defenegless smile over her shoulder. How much 
he would have given not to have seen that forced 
snile. 

“Now then, Fritz, show us what a hero you arc. 
Well go arm in arm. Sprecken, Schuwin?™ 
Ukbanev asked, pulling the German towards him 
threateningly. “So long, Lieutenant.” 

“Forward, Ukbanov. And be careful.” 
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Kuznetsoy accompanied them to the edgc of 
the crater and lay beside Rubin watching them 
until they had disappeared beyond the dark out- 
lines of the two armourcd carricrs. 


Chanter Twenty-Three 


“Did you search cverywhere thoroughly, 
Rubin?” 

“Why don't you believe me, Comrade Lieuten- 
ant? 1 crawled all over the place on my belly, 
messed up my greateoat. [f he was killed he must 
be buried in a drilt by now. But there don't scem to 
be any bodies here even, Where else cum we look?” 

“Right, Rubin. While they're kecping .quict, 
we'll have another look in the direction of the 
ravine. Tle might have lost his way. although it’s 
hard to sce how. The flarcs would have told him 
where our positions were.” 

“Wid better be careful near the ravine. There 
may be Germans on the prowl, if theyre not 
snoring by now. Whut the hellf I'm falling asleep 
an my feet, that 1 am, Comrade Lieutenant. It 
just comes over me... [’m cold as an icicle and 
there's ten-pound weights on my eyelids.” 

“Rub your face with snow. As hard as you 
can)” 

“T don’t stop rubbing tt. Ive rasped all the 
skin off, Comrade Tacutcnant. We haven't alept, 
except for a couple of hours last might.” 

They were lying on the edge of the now 
deserted bornk crater and all round the wir was 
thinning and whitening: the intcnsc stilincss of 
the December night that was now piving way to 
morning hung aver them with all the frozen 
immobility of this hour of overpowering sleep. 
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Gradually overcome by the deceptiveness of this 
all-abserbing hush, this carly-morning peace that 
entolded the brain in a swect heaviness, Kuzne- 
tsov felt that despite all efforts of will his con- 
sciousness was’ ceasing to resist the soothing 
relaxation of sudden oblivion, 

“Let's go to the ravine, Rubin!” He stood up 
and, as he did so, realised he would not be able 
to take five paces, The sudden slackening of ner- 
yous tension after this sleepless night drove away 
the thought of danger and wrapped him m a 
warm mist. He stood tor a while in the unreality 
of this momentary drowsiness. “Let’s go!” he 
repeated louder and with more determination and, 
in order to recover his previous sense of reality, 
moved his trost-nipped fingers in his gloves and 
struck them hard on the butt of his yun. “Let’s 
gol” he said for Lhe third time. persuading Pitan 
and Rubin with the sound of his own voice that 
they would have to go anyway, that they mast go 
to the edge of the ravine. 

“Just coming, Lieutenant...” Rubin heaved 
himself to his feet at last and stared into Kuz- 
netsov's face with a wry smile. “Don’t get me 
wrong, Licutenant, You're swaying in the wind, 
for all your grit.... Worked yourself up into 
a right slate, you have. Are you trying Lo break 
yourself? Or do you just want to prove how tough 
you are?” 

“Come on! You're talking through your hat, 
Rubin. Cume on. Weve got to go. We can't 
wait any longer. We've got to go. 

“Don't get me wrong, Fieutenant. I’m com- 

ing. 

The : snow ermmbled under their fect and, as he 
pressed forward, Kuznetsov could hear Rubin's 
gasping breath at his shoulder and the crunch 
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of the snowy crust under his felt boots, He slared 
ahead into the cold, white emptiness of the hushed 
mighl, and again found himself thinking that it 
was not he who was dome all this but somenne 
else, thal he and Rubin were carrying out nat 
his arders but someone else’s; it was as though he 
had to think this to reassure himself. And in the 
long, wave-like streams of drifting snow, in this 
still, white desert, no Jonger lighted by flares, 
there was also a kind of vague reassurance, a 
brief happy stillness after something that had 
happened long ago and was now a thing o! the 
past; and a warm, dark, viscous shroud floated 
towards him and enfolded him completely. But 
something was pecking at this soft shell ot obliv- 
ion, this meek repose. Something was stirring 
in the background and suddenly it dissalved into 
golden sparks, like blobs of sunlight falling 
through linden leayes into blue puddles after 
summer rain in some faraway, dearly loved side- 
strect—what street was it?—and he could sec 
somcone’s eyebrows, smooth arches on a familiar 
face, and hear somennc’s yoice saying out there, 
in the background, “Kuzncehik, dear’... Do you 
know where we're going? Are you trying to break 
yourself?” “Pm na kazaechik! What a childish 
name!... Where are we gome? Where are we 
going? How much longer? Where?” 

Kumetsov opened his eyes. Silence all round. 
Snow. The sound of their footsteps a mere trickle 
in Lhe eardrums. 

He Jooked round in fright. Unable to believe 
that for those few incomprehensible seconds he 
had fallen into a doze from which only Rubin’s 
steady fuotsteps had roused him, he stopped short 
in horror. 

Rubin stopped as well. Vhcy locked at each 
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other in silence. Rubin's breath was coming in 
whistling gasps. 

“Rubin,” Kuznetsov said, scarecly able to move 
his tongue. “You walk about ten metres to the 
right. Jlave a look there. or clse..-. 

He did not specify what he meant by the * 
else”, but it was quite clear to both of them tht 
it meant. “Or else we'll finish in the Germans 
trenches.” 

“We're all muddled up, Comrade Lieutenant.” 
Rubin said submissively and waded off through 
the drifts to the right. while Kuznetsov, afraid of 
dozing off again and trying not to lose this revived 
yense of danger that had sobered him after jis 
brief oblivion, stumbled on a few steps at a time. 

Why did he say 1 was trying to break myself? 
Yes. Rubin, the thing I fear most is to appear 
weak. I'm more afraid of that than anything else, 
afraid of showing weakness in front of you and the 
others. And it’s not I who am doing all this but 
someone cls, and T don’t know who this other 
person in me is. T don't know and [ don’t want to 
know. That's how it is. Rubin, try to understand, 
I'm just as muddled as you are, but we'll go as 
fas as the ravine and set our minds at rest, so that 
we know we've done all we could. Although I’m 
sure its not a bit of usc! Yes, T realise that I've 
donc you wrong, Rubin! 

A dry rat-a-tat cut the sitence of the night 
behind bim, pushing him forward. Dimly it 
oecurred to him that the shooting was [rom bebindt, 
and his first thought was that they had walked 
through the German lines. Instinetively he threw 
himself fat, frecing his tommy gun from his neck. 

“Rubin, back!” 

But even as he shouted, he saw Rubin pounding 
towards him from the edge of the ravine. 
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“Lieutenant, Lieutenant, it’s our chaps!... 
Look! Behind you. over there!” 

“Follow me, Rubin!” As tommy guns began to 
stutter amid the crump of bursting grenades, he 
started running back towards the erater, in the 
direction of the two armoured carriers for which 
Drozdovsky's group had been headmg. What had 
happened? Had they run into Germans? Couldn't 
they have slipped past them somehow? 

Bchind him now, from the edge of the village, 
the heavy machine-gun spoke up again with a 
crude, thudding persistence, awakcning the whole 
steppe. The sleppc secmed to expand and contract 
in the light of the ilares that were shooting up 
right everhcad, cleaving the darkness, llinging the 
shadows of the two running men this way and 
that, so thal they ran towards them, trod on them 
and then saw them melting bodilessly into the air. 

“Rubin, to lhe carriers! Uo the right!” Kuzne- 
tsov shouted as he made out the crater ahead and 
the dark shapes of the carriers, where the drifting 
snow was marked with the dotted lines of flying 
bullets. 

Again several grenades caploded with splin- 
tering crunches ahead. The stuttering bursts of 
automatic fire continued with fresh haste and, as 
he ran panting up to one of the carriers, Kuz- 
netsov saw the whole scene before him. 

A line of figurcs was romning back from the 
wrecked German tanks towards the two tracked 
vehicles on the hillock. which were clearly 
Uluminaied by the ares, and on the lower preund 
between where he stood and the graveyard of 
German tanks a few dark figures were crawling 
through the snow. their submachine-guns—-Kuz- 
netsov recognised them as Soviet by the dccper 
nete—hammering away at the two vehicles and 
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the running Germans. Qne vehicle, with figures 
clinging to its sides, had started its engine and 
begin to turn ronnd: the other was stationary and 
spitting feverish flashes as the Germans raked 
the hollow with their fire. 

“Rubin! At those vchicles over there!... Give 
them hell!” Kuznetsoy shouted in a kind of bitter 
exultation as his numb linger squeczed the trigger. 
The butt hammered against his shoulder and the 
steppe rocked dazzlingly under his fire, With a 
tremendous cart he stopped himself from 
emptying the magazine in one burst. 

“You swine! You scum!” Rubin waa croaking: 
beside him. “I'd strangle the lot of you, strangle 
you with my bare hands!” 

“Rubin, grenades! ... Rubin, throw them at 
that vehicle! Murry!” 

Rubin's strong teeth glinted purple in the danc- 
ing flashes of his gum. This bic, ugly tace was 
clamped obliyinusly to the butt. At tirst he did not 
hear or perhaps did not understand Kuznetsoy’s 
order. Kuznetsov punched his shoulder and 
shouted frenziedly, “Grenades! Grenades!’ And 
only then did the gun break off in the middle of 
a burst while Rubin's right hand fumbled im the 
pocket of his yreatevat. Fe plunged forward a 
couple of paces [rom the carricr, pulled out the 
pin and with a hoarse, croaking gasp flung the 
grenade in the direction of the hillock, then 
immediately took out another and threw that tov 
with a wild sweep of his arm. Two explosions 
spurted red on the slope. The grenades had not 
reached fhe vehicles. 

“Ah, yon creeping snakes!” 

Picking up his tommy gun again. Rubin lav flat 
under the track of the carrier with Kuznetsov and 
raked the vehielcs with long bursts. Realising that 
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they would soon use up all their cartridges —thcy 
hadn't a spare disk between them -Kuznctsov 
told himself that they ought to join Drozdovsky’s 
group in the hollow, although cven from here 
they were obviously drawing some of the German's 
fire. But even as he thought this he became awarc 
that the fire from the hollow was growing weaker. 
He dragged his finger off the temptingly yielding 
trigger and raised himself on his elbows, staring 
inte the hollow. 

“Rubin! You stay here! Draw their fire! I'm 
going down to the others. D’you hear? Save your 
ammunition. don’t waste it! Im going down 
there. ...” 

‘OH you go and be quick, Lieutenant. (TN be 
here.” Rubin foreed out in a daze, and for a 
moment the inhuman snarl on his face seemed 
to twist into the semblance of a smile. “I'll cover 
you from here! If only I had another couple ot 
magazines, Ud pick off the bastards like a lot 
of hedbugs!” 

“Take the pistol! It's Fully loaded!’ Kuznetsov 
remembered the captured German pistol in his 
greatcoat pocket and tossed the heavy holster on 
the snow in front of Rubin. “I’ve got my own, 
it’s loaded too, But don't waste cartridges! D'you 
hear, Rubin!* 

From the edge of the village the heavy ma- 
chine-gun broke in thunderously over the barking 
of the tommy guns and started combing the 
hollow. Three or four more machine-guns opened 
fire from the windows of the first houses and their 
tracers whipped past the armoured carriers, 
plunging into the snowdrifts on the slopes and 
ticachctting vertically into the brilliant sky off 
the armour of the gutted tanks looming above the 
hollow. 
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Falling and getting up again, stumbling into 
shell holes. Kuznetsey ran about fifty metres 
towards the brilliantly lit hollow, into which the 
Germans were firing from above. Suddenly he 
felt a leaden weight im every limb. crushing all 
the breath out af his body. Several times he 
dropped inte the snow. firing short bursts at the 
hillock, [Tis thamping heart had started tiny 
hammers heating in his cars that cut out all other 
sounds. His eyes sought desperately for the source 
of the flashes from the vehicle on the hillock, and 
the hammers seemed to tap out a_ persistent 
thought in his brain, Why don’t they retrcut to 
the tanks? Why do they stay here under fire? 
They ought to be running for the tanks! And 
beyond the tanks! 

The first person Kuznetsov saw when he reached 
the slope down into the hollow was Likhunov. Tec 
was lying behind a drift about a hundred and 
fifty metres from the foot of the hillock. pressing 
the German under hitn into the snow with his 
elbows and firing in careful bursts at the station- 
ary vehicle. After each burst he crawled a little 
to the left, towards the tanks, and, swearing 
fiercely, jerked the German roughly aficr him, 
then again pushed him into the snow and lay on 
him. One empty magazine lay abandoned a few 
metres fram the drift. 

“Ukhanov! To the tanks--run for it!” Kaznc- 
tsov only just managed to shout, and collapsed 
exhaustedly beside him. “Run to the tanks! Don’t 
stop here another minute! Make a dash for the 
tanks! Ukhanoy, d’yuu hear!” 

Ukhanoy turned a pale. frenzied, strangely 
abuegated face towards him and his stecl-capped 
front tooth clinted red. “Licutemant!... Run te 
the Battery Commander... To Zoya! | sent one 
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of the signatlers but he's nol much good! Wounded, 
I think! VI stay herc!,.. You go to them!" 

“Who's wounded? What did you say?" 

“Go to them, Lientenant! To Zoya! Run! 
Ukhanov’s unrecognisably hoarse voice reached 
Kuznetsov again as he crushed the German into 
the snow and hugged his gus, aiming at the 
vehicle on the hillock. 

Zoya wounded? That's rmpossible! That just 
couldn't happen! 

With icy shivers going down his back, not fully 
aware of what he was doimg, Kuznetsey ran 
weakly but without crouching towards the figures 
scattered oyer the bottoin of the hollow. [le was 
conscious of only one thing. Something had 
happened that should never have happened, that 
had no right to happen, thaf he had not wanted 
to happen. Burning with wild, incredulous anger, 
he ran down into the bottom of the hollow and 
throst somebody aside who had been bending 
with his hands to his mouth over a small drift ol 
smaw. 

Not very clearly he realised that this was a 
signaller tearing open the packet of a field 
dressing with his teeth, then he saw the familiar 
white sheepskin, the white felt boots and medical 
bag all covercd with snow. 

“What are you messing about with, damn you!” 

“She’s wounded.... Hi needs dressing!” the 
signaller responded with a scared shout. “Look 
what they've done to her. .. .” 

Zoya was lying on her side with her legs drawn 
up to her stomach as if she were cold. [Ter hands 
were clutching her stomach and 4 small German 
pistol lay beside her rigidly bent knees. and some- 
thing dark and horrifying was spreading [rom 
under her over the snow. 


445 


He realised at once that this dark horrifying 
substance was blood, but he could not conceive 
that if was Zoya’s bland, that he could actually 
see her blood, and at once he tried to persuade 
himself that nothing irreparable had happened. 
that she could not be mortally wounded or killed. 
that her hands could not be clutched so frighten- 
ingly to her stomach. 

“Loyal... What is it. Zoyar” 

“She doesn't speak, Vieutenant.... It was a 
tommy gun burst... In the sternach, I reckon... . 
At first she told us to keep away, she'd manage 
by herself. She wouldn't let us bandage her.... 
Now she doesn’t say anything,” the signaller’s 
muttering scemed to came from very far away. 
“It was all quict until we got into the haltow, 
then they began blasting away af us from up 
there. And that started it... 7 

“Where’s Drozdovsky? Kusnelsoy asker, 
unable t hear his own voice. “Where is he?” 

‘Can't vou see? Sitting in the snow over 
there. .., Scems to be wounded too, The Germans 
threw grenades,” 

“Where's Drozdovsky2" Kuznetsov asked again 
in a whisper, then turned round and saw Droz- 
dovsky sitting only five metres away from the 
snowdrift. 

Drozdovsky, capless, was stil] halding a pistol 
in his left hand, while with his right he kept 
touching hig neck, then holding his hand up to his 
eyes and muttering something indistinctly to 
himself. The second signafler was bending over 
him rem behind, trying clumsily te Litt him 
by the armpits: an almost red-hot tommy gun 
lay near them, beside the mound formed by the 
frost-hitten scout in his voluminous camoullage 
cape. 
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Pulling himself away from the signaller, Droz- 
dovsky began talking fevcrishty, with the 
demoniac determination of shell shack 

“TL want this wound dressed]... Where's Zova? 
Bandage this wound! I'm wounded. tell her to 
come and bandage it! Go away!” 

Cnbuttoning his greatcoat, Kuznetsov sivode 
mechanically towards him. As he bent down he 
saw the torn skin sineared with blood below his 
ear, With icy lips he said, “Drozdovsky! Can you 
hear me? Can you still walk? Are your legs all 
right? You've just had a scratch! Get up! Gel up, 
Drogdovaky!” 

“Where's Zoya? Wheres Zoya, Kuznetsov? I 
inust be bandaged!” 

“Gct up, Drozdovsky. get up!” 

Then Kuznetsov took off his greatcoat. and 
spread if out on the snow; he and Drozdovsky 
picked up the little ball that was Zoya, put it on 
this makeshift stretcher and carricd her. But he 
could not look down at her: he was shaking as 
if from an attack of mafaria. Drozdovsky was 
in front, swaying brokenly; his shoulders that 
had always been so straight were bowed, his arms 
were twisted hack, gripping the corners of the 
wreatcout. The bandage, conspicuously white 
uraund his neck, made it scem = shorter. It had 
Slipped down on to his collar and he could not 
tur his head to look round, Now and then he 
staggered drunkenly and stumbled. but wiihout 
saying a word, Sometimes, however, his back 
heaved and something like a groan or a cough 
rose from his throat—and this strange, stifled 
sound stunned Kuznetsov with heart-rending pain. 

When they rcached the strip of wrecked Ger- 
man tanks, which was oul of range of the Ger- 
man submachine- guns, Drozdovsky begged in a 
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whisper, “Let's slop for a moment.... I can't go 
any [urther. Please, Kuznetsov!” 

They lowered Zoya on to the snow. And again 
Kuznetsuy could not bring hiinself to look at her— 
his threat was so tight he could searcely breathe. 
TJ¢ stood leaning against the scarred armour of a 
German tank. His legs were giving wav under 
him and he had only one desirc, te sit down in 
the snow. close his eyes and not move or think of 
anything. Nothing mattered amy morc, nothing 
was of any value. In a single secand it had all 
become meaning!css, of no importance; the frozen 
scout, the captured German, the night after the 
battle, the cold, the crater on the edge of the 
ravine, everything seemed one monstrous, inhu- 
man injustice that had been needed only for this 
to happen. 

She is wounded in the stomach. he explained to 
himself frenziedly. exercising a useless logic to 
restore the train of events that had led to this. 
At frst, when they were trapped in the hollow, 
did she shoot back with her pisto!? And then 
what? Why did it have to be her? 

“Kuznetsov!. . - 

As if in a dream, he grasped the corners of the 
greatcoat and tramped on, still not daring itn 
look down at where she lay in the folds of the 
greatcoat, Which because there wits no voice, no 
groan, no sound of breathing alrcady seemed ta 
have the emptiness of death, But no, there wax 
sll an illusion of life—the weight of her body 
on hig arms, and that was the only thing he felt 
as he and Drozdovsky carried her back to the 
gun. 

When they carried her up to the parapet, 
Nechayev's face appeared oyer it, darting this 
way and that. He Icapt out of the gun-pil with 
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a stupid, questioning expression, slepped towards 
them, then walked alongside, looking in fright at 
Zoya, and staring at Kuznetsov and Druzdovsky 
as if they would explain what had happened, how 
this had happened to her. But neither Kuznetsoy 
not Drozdoysky explained anything. 

Kuznetsoy was still trymg not to look at her. He 
kept his eyes iverled cven when they laid Zoya 
in the recess. He could not remember who had 
advised putting her there, so that the saw would 
not drift over her face. He stood with the butt of 
his gum resting on the ground and did not at once 
hear a disembodied voice that vaguely resembled 
Nechavey's whispering to him, “Youre culd, 
Lieutenant, you'll get frozen to death.” Then he 
saw on the parapet above the recess his greatcoat 
with dark stains on the hem, and told hunselt 
that he would never be able to put on this great- 
coat that hore (races of her hlaad, traces of ber 
death. 

“Why did you take my greatcoat:” he whis- 
pered. “Leave it in the recess... .” 

“Yowre shivering in that jacket, Comrade 
Lieutenant,” Nechayey responded, also m a 
whisper. “What about Zoya? How did il 
happen?” 

Grew! tremors were shaking Kuznetsov's 
frozen body, his teeth were chattering and he 
could not rid himself of the desire to sit down, 
close his eyes und think of nothing—this scem- 
ed to be the anly way in which he could obtain 
relicf, 

He dropped bis gun, sat down on the edge of 
the parapet by the recess—he hadn't the strength 
to walk to the gun trails—and for some reason 
hegan to mb his dirty face with his glove, and 
feel and stroke his throat 


EVA 419 


“Ruenechik!” he heard a voice say quite cleasly. 
‘Catch us up. Stay alive. hucnechik! Don’t get 
caught by the Germans!” 

He groaned inta his glove, and for the first 
tine dared to look at her in the recess. 

4oya was lying there on the camoullage cape 
Nechayey had spread for her, Onc edge uf it was 
covering her up to her chest, and now he could 
not sce the blovd that had horrilied him betore. 
Without her cap--it must have been left in the 
hollow—she Jay on her side, still screwed up 
clildishly in a ball, as if she were asleep. The 
wind was stirring the light strands of hair on her 
face, which was marble pale and had lost all its 
vitality, Her brows were very distinct, slightly 
knitted as if im momentary torment, and both her 
brows and her [rosted lashes seemed fo be muy- 
ing ever so slightly; they were being whitened 
hy the dry snow crystals sprinkling over the 
parapet. Kuznetsov turned away quickly, closing 
his eyes, and clutched his mouth so hard that 
the frozen glove tore his skin painfully. Te was 
afraid he would break down and commit some 
trenvied act of madness, such was his despair and 
sense of unthinkable guilt. Lite seemed to be all 
over, There was nothing left. 

That light, soft hair had been flung in his face. 
in his lips and cyes, by the hot blast of explogivns 
when she had clung to him beside Davtatyan’s 
gun and he had pressed her against the wheel, 
instinctively protecting her against a splinter in 
the back. The living coolness of her lips, the 
warmth of her breath had touched his sweating 
neck. his cheeks... Tow could he have known in 
those seconds what woud happen Tater, many 
hours later?How could he have known that she 
would be wounded in that hollow and would take 
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her captured German pistel out of her medical 
bax? 

Someone draped the greatcoat over his shoul- 
ders, but still he sat on the parapet, net moving, 
not answering the vuice at his clbow. Li seemed ta 
be Nechayev' 3 

“Comrade Licutenant, you're shivering, You 


ought da go away... You'd fect better in the 
shelter, where the wounded are. There's a stove 
goings... Thev’ve all) got) back, thank good- 


ness. ... Can't vou hear me, Comrade Lieutenant? 
Youve gol te get yourself warm. Everyone's got 
back, I'm telling you. 
Nweryane’s got back?” Kuznetsov said chok- 
sngly, as though the words had jut him physically, 
and all of a sudden he noticed Nechayev's utterly 
lost expression and whupered barely audibly, 
“Cover Gaya’s face, - The snow's drifting over 
it. Gover her up at once 

Neehayew went timidly into the recess, picked 
up the edge of the cape. carefully covered Loya's 
face and stepped away to the parapet, 

This seemed to make things a little easier and 
Kuznetsuy tied to rise. But his Jeys refused to 
obey hiru and he slumped back on te Ue parapet. 
Vhe greatcoat Nechaycy had draped over his 
shoulders shpped down behind his back. 

fyerythmg that had kept him xoing all these 
days and nights in such unnatural tension, mak- 
ing him do the impossible, had suddenly last iis 
hold on him. He was not even trying to gct up. 
fle merely sat rubbing his throat, which felt as 
if it were caught in a noose. Keven if the Ger- 
mans had Jauoched a tank attack or their 
lommy gunners had stormed the gun. he could 
not have stirred, cven to give the order to 
shuot. 
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Why docsn't anyone speak? Why are they all 
looking at me? What are they thinking? Did they 
see how it happened? Where's Drozidtovsty? We 
was just beside her... . 

The two signallers went past the recess, carry- 
ing the frozen scout. They must be taking him 
to the shelter where the wounded were. They 
passed by in silence, casting unbclieving glances 
at the spot where Zoya lay covered with the 
cape. Then one said, “It's all up with the nurse,” 
and they stopped hesitanily, as if half expecting 
her to throw back the cape and answer then with 
a smile, a moyement, with her gentle lilting voice 
that was known to the whole battery: “What is 
it. dears? Why are you looking af me like this? 
Tn alive....° Bul the miracle did not happen, 
and they beth stood staring blankly al the cape 
in the recess. The signailers shifted their feet. The 
scout groaned faintly. 

“Get a move on there! Don’t hang about!" 
Ukhanov’s voice shouted irritably, then after a 
pause he said quietly, “Nechayev, whal are you 
hanging about for? Put that greateoat reund the 
lieutenant’s shoulders. Give hitn a hand, Rubin.” 

“Comrade Lieutenant, put your greatcoat on,” 
Nechayey's voice came again, and once more 
the creatcoat was thrown over his shoulders. 

“Better get up, Comrade Jaeutenant,” Rubin 
muttered sombrely over his head. “You'll be 
perished sitting on the ground.” 

“Leave that greatcoat alonc. I said ! don't 
need it. Let it lic there.” 

He got up at last. He bad realised by Necha- 
yev's and Rubin's insistence that they had noticed 
something in him, something new. frightening, 
unusual, that they had never seen before. Ile felt 
feverish. His teeth would not stop chattering and 
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he was swallowing hard to overcome the tightness 
in his throat. 

Meanwhile it was steadily growing lighter. 
Shapes were emerging from the thinning blue 
darkness and the whole steppe with its burnt-out 
tanks lay wrapped in the tense stillness of dawn. 
Ukhanoy and Rubin. white from head to foot 
with the snow that had eaten into everything, 
except for their dark. smoke-grimed faces, were 
sitting on the gun-trails with their submachine- 
guns on their knecs. The guns were still so hot 
that they could warm their hands on them withoul 
takiny off their mittens. Both of them were staring 
fixedly at Kuynetsov. 

Two paces away from them the German was 
lying on his side, also plastered with snow. his 
hands tied behind his back with a belt. He kept 
raising his head and whimpering. but no one 
unticd him. No one took any notice. Thev did 
not even hear him. He might not have been there 
at all. Fis whimperings, his [car, his suffering’ 
were now of no significance whatever. Kuznetsov 
wondered casually for a moment why he was still 
alive, why he could still whimper and crane 
his neck like this, with Zoya lying there so still 
under the cape. They managed to save him, he 
thought in a sudden fit of rage. Evervthing would 
have been different if 1 had known! Had Droz- 
dovsky seen how she was wounded? 

“Battery Commander!” he called. and made 
his way stumbling along the trench, “Da you 
hear me, Battery Commander?” 

Drozdovsky was standing with his back to him 
at the end of the trench. The bandage that a 
signaller had applied hurriedly in the hollow 
looked oddly out of place on his neck, thickening 
it and narrowing the shoulders: his head was 


453 


buwed. his shoulder blades stood out under his 
greatcoat, his arms hung limply at his sides. 

“What do you want of inc?” he asked quietly. 

“Only one thing. Were vou with Zoya?” 

“We were logether.” 

“Did vou see how she was wounded?” 

“We were both wounded at the same time.” 

“When did she draw her pistol? Did she shoot 
with it, Battery Commander?” 

“What pistol? What are you talking afoul?” 
He tured. Hix moist blue eyes were round in 
the white oval of his face. “What was there 
between you two. Kuznetsov? | had a clue... 1 
knew what vou were after’ But you were wasting 
your time!” 

His jaw was twitching. He was shell-shocked 
and he blurted out the words in a kind of freazy 
of depression and jealousy. a jealousy that seemed 
so incredtble now that Kuznetsov leaned back 
against the wall of the trench and closed his cyes; 
he could not bear the sight of Drozdowsky’s 
pathologically staring eyes, the bandape that had 
slipped down his neck, the spots of blood on his 
collar. 4 moment ago he had been ready to 
understand, to Toreive and torget many things 
that had divided them, but not now. Drozdovsly 
had heen slightly wounded af the same time as 
Zoya, and yet he had not seen how she lad died. 
And he was sttll jealous in a way that no one 
had a right to be jealous now. Kuznetsov waited 
for a moment, then said hoarsely, “You'd better 
not answer, Battery Commander!’ and walked 
away to avoid askmg any more questions, to 
smother his fury. to have nothing more to do with 
him. 

“Tt’s all because of that swine! All hecause af 
him! This dirty swine is to blame for her death!” 
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Kuznetsov felt himself being elbowed aside as 
Drozdovsky darted past him towards the German. 
who still Jay moaning into his coflar under the 
parapel, 

“Ah, you filthy swine!” Drozdovsky’s mouth 
twisled cpileptically. His shoulder was twitchiny 
and his arm jerked up and down as he tried to 
draw hiy pistol. Realising what this meant, Kuz- 
netsov dashed forward 

“Stop that! Stand back!’ [le was just im time 
to seize Drozdoysky's wrist and fling his own 
weight against the other man’s sudden maniac 
strength, Drozdovsky staggercd against the ¢dve 
of the parapet and straightened up, his face white 
and contorted with anger. 

“Get away, Kuznctsoy! Get away!” 

Ukhanoy and Rubin grabbed Drozdovsky by 
the elbows and pressed him against the wall of 
the trench. He swung his head from side to side 
with the bandage jiapping from his neck and 
kept shouting through tears of itnpotent fury. “Li's 
his fault. All fis fautt!” 

“Do you want to shoot an unarmed man, Bat- 
tery Commander?” Ukhanoy asked, shaking 
Drozdovsky’s shoulders ay it he were dealing with 
a drunk. “Any tool can do that! Cool off now, 
Battery Commander! You're a bit shell-shocked, 
eh? That's nothing to do with this German here 
Pull yourself logether!” 

All the fire went our of Drozdovsky at once. 
Kis body sagged and they let him step. free, Tle 
took a few deep breaths and said. “Yes, [in 
shell- shocked. My head’s ringing. [| can hardly 
swallow.” Then he added in a weak. broken voice, 
“It Il pass off soon. | must go to the observation 
post now.” 

“Your bandage is coming off, Battery Com- 
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mander,” Ukhanov said. “Rubin. escort the Bat- 
tery Commander to the O.P., and have his neck 
properly bandaged.” 

“Come along, Comrade Lieutenant.” Rubin 
moved off gloomily following Drozdovsky along 
the communication trench 

The German writhed and let out a long. hissing 
moan. 

Nechayev was sitting unobtrusively at the 
entrance to the recess, almost like a stranger. 
Tlig face had changed and he was staring fixedly 
at the gold watch with its snake-like wrist-band, 
which lay touchingly round and small on his 
gloved palm. 

“Why are you so quiet all of a sudden?” 
Ukhanov asked grimly. “Watching the time? 
What for? Whal's time to you?” 

“Té’'s the one from that case you found. Re 
member, Sergeant?” Nechayey nibbled at his 
moustache and looked up with a miserable simite. 
“There's no one to give it to now. What shall I 
do with it? | wanted to give it fo Zoya....”’ He 
paused. “You know, I’ve been thinking what a 
clot I am. Why did I make up all those yarns 
about myself, telling her I had had so many 
women. It's a lot of cock really, | was just shoot~ 
ing a line, Sergeunt. I never had it properly in 
my life.” 

“Throw that watch away! Right over that 
parapet! I dent want to see another scrap af 
loot!” 

Ukhanov turned away from Nechayey. from 
his quiet, bitter smile, and produced the crumpled 
packet of cigarettes he had taken from the Ger 
man. For some reason he sinclfed the packet, 
looked fastidiously at fhe label with its camel 
caravan crossing the hot desert and pyramids in 
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the background, and said, “I reckon they're just 
hay.” He flicked out a cigarctte and offered it to 
Kuznetsov. “Have one.” 

Kuznetsov shook his head. 

“T coaldn't. T don’t feel like it. Listen, Ukhanoy. 
We've vot to send this German off to Division 
H. Q. Who's voing to take him?” 

Ukhanoy ducked under the parapel, shielding 
his lighter under the hem of nis jacket, got his 
cigarette goig and looked up frowningly at the 
far bank. 

“Are the Germans asleep over there, or aren't 
they?” he said thoughtfully after his first drag, 
then spat furiously. “Dain it, it’s just stale grass, 
that’s what it is! Poison!” 

“Who shall we send with the German, Ukha- 
nov?” Kuznetsov repeated. ‘Rubin or Nechayev? 
Or these signallers?” 

Ukhanov took another powerful drag at the 
cigarelte and let the smoke out threugh his nos- 
trils. 

“There's nothing much to decide, Lieutenant. 
Fritz has got to be sent to headquarters. ‘fhat’s 
the long and the short of it. Why else did we 
take all this trouble with him? You stay at the 
gun with Nechayey and Rubin. You may have 
to do some shooting. I'll get him there somchow, 
You know what, though, Licutenant....’ Ukha- 
nov stumped on the butt of the cigarette he had 
smoked in two or three drags, and looked round 
slowly al the recess with a kind of suffering atlen- 
tion io his eyes. “AIF right, never sind, Jicuten- 
ant. You know what | mean. God damn this 
war! Today it's onc. tomorrow it’s another, the 
day after—yourself.” 

“Take Rubin with you.” Kuznetsov advised 
dully. “And be careful on the other side. Don't 
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bump into the Hun. PH go and sec the wounded 
in the dug-out.”” 

“Well. I don’t like men’s kisses, so we won't 
say goodbye. Lieutenant!” Ukhanov swung his 
tonuny gun over his shoulder and only his cyes 
showed Lhe glimmer of a smile. “Stay alive, Licu- 
tenant! UL take Rubin.” 

Vkhanov’s reassuring grin, his readiness to 
eacorl the prisoner over to the other bank, to add 
yet another risk to all those he had iaken in the 
past twenty-four hours, Drozdovsky's outburst of 
vengeful hatred, Nechayev's chastencd astonixh- 
ment as he stared ai the tiny ladies’ watch on his 
huge mitten—it was all unreal, lke something 
seen in delirium. Reality. lite with its sunshine 
and sounds, the clear, calm hight of dav had been 
swallowed up in the timeless darkness of this 
night. Kuznetsov wanted to sit down on the gun- 
trail or hie limply in the snow and close his eves 
and be silent. But F must go and see the wounded. 
Davtatyan’s there... . Is he still alive? ] must go 
to the wounded. | must go now! Kuzneisov litted 
his tommy gun as if it were an cnormous weight 
and, as he Jet it dangse from his hand, he invelun- 
tarily looked at the reecss. 

Vhe drifting snow was ruffling the edges of the 
cape that covered Zoya’s face and he had a sud- 
den [ear that the wind might rip away this cover- 
ing and once again ruthlessly expose her lying 
there hfeless, unprotceted, huddled up in a hall 
in that cold ammunition recess. With the barre! 
of his gan erazing the drifts, his shoulders hunched 
and shivering, he stumbled away to the steps ent 
in the cliff. 


On the threshold of the shelter a stale, metallic 
sluffiness compounded of the smells of sweat, 
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dirty bandages and diying ereatcoats, came al 
him out of a cellar dimly lil by two smoking 
paraffin lamps. It was the suffocating odour of 
human helplessness and pain, but it still suggested 
life and hope of life. 

The shelter was packed with the wounded. 
They were lying on the earthen bunks, on the 
floor, in every corner, men who had been carried 
itt during ihe day, since the bombing and the 
first tank attack. men whom fate had struck down 
at their yons, 

The cold draught from the door burst steaunly 
into the stale atmosphere, huddled budies stirred 
on the floor m the semi-darkness and there came 
a murmur of sighs and groans, faint and enfeehled 
by the lung struggle with pain. 

“Who's that? Nurse? It’s all soaking through 
again.,.. Couldn't you strap tt up tighter? Pio 
lying ina puddle here.” 

“Zoyal Zoya. love! Is there anyone left alive 
on the position? What's going on up there? What 
was all the shootmg about? Why's it so quict 
again 

Kuznetsov stood amid this stirring of voices 
and felt as if he were rocking on hot waves: none 
of the men lying here knew what had happened. 
Whispers went round the shelter and seemed to 
reach him from a great distance, tappiny gently 
at his chest. 

“T's not Zoya, lads. H's the Ticutenant.” 

“Which one? Ours?” 

“Commander of the first platoon. Must have 
been wormmded. He can hardly stand. Surcly he’s 
nat the last? Where's Zoya?” 

Kuznetsov said nothine. 

Only two men in the shelter were on their 
feet—sigmaller Syyatuy, wounded tn the shoulder, 
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the fair-headed lad who had tried s0 awkwardly 
to inaster his lirst fear in battle. when Kuznetsov 
had jumped into his fox-hole during the bombing, 
and Chibisov with his arm bandaged and 
supported by a dirty sling. 

He was working with onc hand, brealing up 
shell crates to feed the glowing stoyc, on which 
caus of meltcd snow were bubbling. At the sight 
of Kuznetsov standing unsteadily by the dvor in 
only a jacket, with dark rings of exhaustion under 
his eyes, Chibisny drew his head into his shoul- 
ders and blinked as if expecting a blow or a rough 
reprimand. then broke into a whispered string of 
excuses, as though Kuznetsov mew nothing of 
what had happened. 

“Comrade Lieutenant... I couldn't stand it 
any more, | was going crazy. ... ye got chifdren, 
Comrade Licutenant. 

“Where's Davlatyan?” Kuznetsov asked in a 
low voice, and let his ton-weight tommy gun rest 
against the wall. He threw open his jacket and 
felt his throat with a cold glove “Licutenant 
Davlatyan—where is he?” 

“Here he is, Comrade Lieutenant. Over here, 
on the bunk,” came a whisper from the semi- 
darkness of the shelter. “He's alive... . ITe’s been 
asking for you.” 

Signaller Svyatov wag kneeling om the floor, 
dressing somebody’s wound. Ilis own shoulder 
was bandaged and, as he wiped his hand on his 
jacket, he smiled at Kuznctsov boyishly. joyfully, 
as though his mere arrival in the shelter had 
brought some relict, It was the unconcealed joy 
of a man who had come through. 

“The commiunder of the second platoon is over 
here, Comrade Lieutenant.” 

Kuznetsov stepped over the wounded and in 


the shadow above the earthen bunks recognised 
Davlatyan by his cycs alone. which were gleaming 
feverishly from hetween the bandages that 
swathed his head. 

“so you're alive, Goga?” Kuznetsov said. 
“T've come at last. Goga. I couldn’t manage it 
before.” 

Davlatyan was all in a strange and unfamiliar 
hospital white. Besides his head, his hip was alsa 
heavily handuged: his legs were covered with his 
greatcoat. At his feet lay his cap, the canvas pack 
that had been issued to him on activation, an 
empty pistol holster and belt. and a can of melted 
sTLowy. 

“Kalya,” his whisper was like a nustle of Tcaves. 
“So you've come? You don't know how glad I 
am to sec you, Kolya. | asked Zoya to lell you. 
{ actually sent a note.” 

His dark cyes were dry and huge in a face 
that was now no bigger than a child's under its 
frame of bandages. It had lost all its southern 
swarthiness, its usual lively mobility; the parched, 
brnised lips formed words, but the new lone of 
his voice no longer evoked those memories of 
schon], of peace, of sunny prewar days which 
had so astonished and delighted Kuznetsov betore. 
Not knowing why, but with a subconscious desire 
to hear that former school-boyish note, he asked 
pica A “Feeling better, Goga?” 

“Yes, | feel better now,” Daviatyan whispered 
quickly, tuning his head just a little. “PI come 
through now, I'm sure.... It’s just a matter of 
being able to stand the pain! That awful delirium 
w over. Still, that’s all nonsense. ... It’s a pity 1 
can't get up—that damn splinter 1 can’t for- 
give myself for what happetied. I'm so sorry for 
my lads. It all started with the bombing.... 
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What's going en up there. Kolya? Tell me all 
about il. . 

‘Never mind, Goga. The hattle’s over. Don't 
think about it any more. It’s all aver now.” 

“ATL over.... How many tanks did you knock 
out? Vell me what fappened,” 

“T don’t know. I didn’t cout them. ‘Lhere were 
a good many attacks. They kept withdrawing into 
the ravine, Luen came at us ugain.,” 

“Were our losses very heavy? Tell me the 
teuth. Please! ‘Pell me everything. IF you can, of 
course.” 

“Yes, pretty heavy.” 

“Why do you answer like that? Don’t you want 
to tell me?” 

“No, Gaga. Not now... . I'm too tired.” 

The shure became quieter, the proaning more 
restrained. The ien had stopped Lossing restlessly 
on the straw and were listening intenUy to the 
quict voices af the two licntenants, Those who 
could raise themsclves, strained forward to catch 
some hint of relief, of hope in the wards of this 
gun commander who had arrived so unexpectedly 
in the dug-outt, not wounded, lucky enough to be 
able io talk in a normal voice, to walk, to feel 
his body whole. The merc fact that he wasn't 
wounded olfered some hope of relict from suffer- 
ing. It meant the battery wax still in existence, 
there were still some of their men up there. But 
na one interrupted. Only the very Ladly wounded 
went on groaning monotonously im the corners. 

They're all cxpecting something of me. Kuz- 
netyoy told himself. But { dont know inyself 
what may happen from one hour to the next. 
1 don't know when there'll be any possibility: of 
getting them to the medical battalion. ] don't 
even know where it is now. 
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But Davlatyan with his head all in bandages 
had probably nat noticed the hush that had fallen 
on the sheller. His huge. burning eyes roved over 
the ceiling and Kuznetsuy’s forehead. found his 
eves and asked ashamedly what he thought of 
him. Did he condemn, pity, sympathise? Dayla- 
tyan broke into a hasty, muffled whisper. 

“dre to undersland, Kolya. This is the second 
time I’ve been unlucky... Pm an unducky type. 
First I caught that idtotic disease at Voronezh, 
and now lye been wounded. How doa you like 
that! [ never have any luck! And [ was so keen 
to gel & the front line. fo smash just one tank! 
And | never made it. You're nal even wounded, 
youve been lucky. Bul my platoon... As soon 
as the bombing started.... Understand, Kolya? 
Nothing makes any sense with me! Why am I so 
unlucky? Why, Kolva?” 

Kuznetsov said nothing. He could tell by Duvy- 
latyan’s moist eyes, by his voice, that fie was 
ready fo burst into tears. and Kuznetsov had a 
vague teeling of being separated fram his triend 
by a difference in aye. They were united and at 
ihe same time divided by a great gulf of time. 
Davlalyan was still somewhere far away in the 
gentle, mellow radiance of the past, im the 
innocence of boyhood—at training school, on the 
march. on the eve of battlc—and he had remained 
there. He had not secn the death af his gun layer 
Kasymoy. the death of Sergunenkoy, the crushing 
of Chubartkoy’s gun crew, the captured German, 
the scout lying half frozen m the bamb crater, 
he had not seen Zoya huddled up in a ball on the 
snow with a dark stain spreading all round and 
a tiny, toy-like nickcl-plated Waller pistul beside 
her. ‘The one day that divided them had lasted 
tweniy years, an elerméy, and Davlatyan’s luck 
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was Kuenetsoys ill-luck because bis memory 
would always retain what he had seen that 
day 

He said nothing makes any sense? But perhaps 
there is sense in the very senselessness af it all? 
There must be. And that’s what be doesn't know. 
Tt couldn't be all senseless! Otherwise what is the 
sense of everything that happened? Why did I 
shoot and sce some sense in it? J hated them and 
killed them. 1 set their tanks on fire and | under- 
stood Lhe sense of it and wanted that to happen! 
And when we went out to the bomb crater, it 
was the same. Yes, there was sense in it, I know 
there was. But Zoya’s death makes no sense at 
all, it was utterly senseless! But how can this be! 
Sense and sensclessness?,., Is that how it is? 
Yes. that's it. But for seme reason I can't tell 
Davlatyan this. If he had seen her lying there in 
the hollow, huddled up in a ball, with her hands 
to her belly.... 

“l envy you, Gogu,” he said with an effort, and 
smiled numbly, in a way he had never smiled 
before. “Perhaps you were luecky.... The war 
isn't over yet, you know. Gova. ‘They ‘ll patch you 
up in hospital, then you'll be able to knock out 
all the tanks you want.” 

Why was he talking like this and trying to 
reassure Davlatyan? 

“Lucky? Did you say 1 was lucky?” Davlatyan 
piped faintly. and worked his bandaged head from 
side to side. “What makes you say that? I had the 
worst possible luck.... 1 only fired four shots!. 
Lucky! Tve made a hash of everything? You don't 
understand me. 1 don’t want this kind of luck. 
But it’s what I’ve got!” 

“Get well soon. Goga.... I’m sorry, but J have 
to go back to the gun now. 111 drop im again later 
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on. I hope we'll be able ta send you all ta the 
medical battalion in the morning.” This last he 
added as a kind of answer to the patient, suffering 
glances [rom the wounded men in the corners. 
Having said it, he went straight to the door 
because he bad no more encouraging words to 
offer. 

“Kolyal” Davilatyan called after him implor- 
ingly. “UH be expecting you. You must come! 1'Ih 
go mad here. If only we could get to the medical 
battalion! Send Zoya to us. Was somebody 
wounded at the gun?” 

“T11 come round later, Goga, Then we'll send 
you all off te the medical battalion. As saon as 
there's any transport available. 

Svyatov and Chibisoy were standing together 
by the door, as though united by the commen fate 
of being alive, The signaller’s youthfully open 
tace thal seerned to radiate an inward joy, his 
long neck reaching out of the collar of his jacket, 
were like Sergunenkov's. Everything about him 
spoke of his unconcealed hope of staying alive, 
He had only been lightly wounded, thank goad- 
ness, and so he was ready and willing to look 
after everyone, to change their dressings and 
carry out any instruction. But Kuznetsov gave no 
instructions. He went La the door, stood for a 
moment groping for his tommy gun agains( the 
wall, then opened the creaking door and left. 
Comrade Lieutenant... .” 

The door creaked behind him and there was 
a patter of feet, like a dog running on the snow, 

“What 1s it? It’s you. Chihisov?" 

‘The little fgure showed up dimly in the whitish 
ait of the dawn. Dlolding his bandaged arm to bis 
chest, he fidgeted wretchedly in front of Kuzne- 
tsov. His shoulders, his brows, every feature in 
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his small grimy face was twitching, as though 
something werc gnawing at him within. He had 
decided to confide his inner torment to Kuznetsov 
out here instead of in the shelter. 

“What is it, Chibisoy? What did you want to 
say?’ 

“Comrade Lieutenant. ... Forgive me, for Gad’s 
sake,” Chibisov beran with tears in his voice. “) 
couldn't control myself, couldn't control myself 
at all.... I'm so ashamed,... What shall I do 
now! Comrade Licuienant, 1 didn't want it to 
happen like that. Did the sergeant tell you all 
about it? it was fear! 1 was so afraid... .” 

Ile scized Kuznetsov's sleeve and pressed his 
ltps to it, quivering like a dog. 

“What are you doing? Stop that at once!” 

Kuznetsov tore his arm irec, “Go back to the 
shelter and look after the wounded. Gu, Chibisov, 
go. 
“I’m ashamed, so ashamed. I'll remember you 
ali my life, Comrade Lieutenant. 1 ought to be 
shot, shot on the spot. I couldn't control 
myself,...7 

If only he would go away. he sooner the 
better, 

“Go back to the shelter, Chibisov. [| told you 
to 20,” 

nce again footsteps pattercd on the snow. 
The door slammed. Whe shelter was quiet. The 
bank was quict. Not a shot from anywhere. Snow 
flurvics were spinning and dancing across the 
bluish-white surface of the frozen river and the 
gaping holes carved out of it by shells. And once 
again he fancied he could hear the sharp splinters 
ol ice tinkling and grinding together in those 
holes, just as when Zoya had asked him to come 
with her from the yum crew's dug-out and he had 
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walked along the bank with her but had not gone 
as fur as the shelter. 

What misery, what desolation there was in the 
stillness of this December night, in this snow- 
swept bank without a single soldier on it, in this 
drifting snow, in the tinkling of the broken ice, io 
these crooked willow branches cutting into the 
murk of the dawning day, so lifeless. grey and 
still, It was hard to breathe in this air that locked 
everything in its stiiness. He stood with eyes 
closed, his gun resting on the ground. 

Why did she say, “Kiss me like a sister. You 
have a sister, haven't you?” And what was my 
ho “T hayen’t any sisters,” Why did 1 say 
that? 

As he thought this, it seemed that she was some- 
where close by, that she was alive, that nothing 
had happened that night. It bad all been his 
imagination. She would suddenly come towards 
him out of the murk, wearing her tightly belted 
sheepskin, and look up at him, and her dark eyes 
would shine from the fringe of drost on her 
eyelashes. Her lips and long brows would tremble 
in a smile and she would whisper, “Kuznechié, 
we just dreamed it, you and I, that | was killed. 
Now will you love me fust a little” 

But everywhere was deserted and deathly 
quiet. 

Stumbling, he climbed the steps up the bank 
and reached the communication trench and, when 
he was not far from the gua, suddenly fell for- 
ward on to Lhe edge of the parapet and in blind 
despair pressed his forchead into his cold, rough 
gloves. Something hot and bitter moved in his 
throat. He grittcd his teeth and buried his tace in 
the rough, harsh ice-coated wool of his gloves, 
silently and with a kind of sensual pleasure swal- 
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lowing his tears. It was the first time in his life 
that he had wept in such solitary, choking des- 
peration. When he wiped his face the snow on the 
sleeve of his jacket was hot with his tears. 


Chapter Twenty-Four 


Very late the previous evening Bessonoy had 
realised that, despite hts throwing in the Separate 
‘Tank Regiment and the reserve 305th Infantry 
Division, despite the specd and staunchness of the 
Separate ‘lank-Destroyer Brigade, despite the 
intensive fire of ihe two regiments of racket 
mortars, the Germans had not been driven off 
the narth-bank bridgehead which they had secured 
at the end of the day, and their tanks had not 
becn cxpelled from the northern half of the 
village, Nonetheless, it had Leen possible, though 
with the greatest difficulty, to prize open the 
pincers gripping the flanks of Deyev’s division 
and to drive a narrow corridor through to Major 
Cherepanov’s encircled and all but exhausted 
regiment. 

By midnight the Gghting gradually died down 
everywhere in the army’s sector. 

At this hour Bessonoy, distrusting the lull but 
rather pleased by the report that the 305th Divi- 
sion had relieved Cherepanov's regiment, was 
sitting in his shelter, listening wearily to a situa- 
tion report delivered by Major Gladilin, the 
deputy chicf of the operations department, ‘lhe 
report was dry and businesslike. Bessonny made 
no interruplions. "The continuous nervous tension 
had brought on the pains in his leg which had 
been bothering him all the evening, particularly 
afier his awkward fall in the Lrench during the 
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German mortar attack. His gaunt face was now 
even more gaunt. his cheeks grey and sunken: 
now and then he broke out into a hot sweat and 
had in wipe his neck and temples with a hand- 
kerchief, trying to avoid the attention of Major 
Bozhichka, who had Ione since noticed that all 
was not well with the commander. 

“Tt’y not clear, Major,” Bessonov said when he 
had heard the report, and stretched his leg out 
under the fable in search of a more comfortable 
position. 

This remark did not refer to the report or to 
the situation of the army as a whole, but Gladilin, 
that quiet, elderly. unimpressive officer, accust- 
omed to report objective facts with a minimum 
of cmotion, glanced up in momentary confusion, 
as {f he had forgotten to tell the commander 
something of considerable importance thal he had 
no right to omit. 

“Pxeuse me, Comrade Commander. I don’t 
understand,” Gladilin’s high forehead tlushed a 
tender pink, bringing out the whitish greyness 
of his neatly combed hatr. 

“Yesterday evening,” Bessonoy went on in his 
graling voice. “they kept on attacking hour after 
hour without a pause. Now that they have cap- 
tured a very convenient bridgchead and, according 
to our information, brought up reserves, they 
have suddenly stopped attacking. Don't you find 
this logical, Major? Inconsistent?” 

“T think this is probably connected with the 
operations of our neighbours on the middle Don, 
Comrade Commander, with the operations of the 
South-West and Yoronezh Fronts, Admittedly, 
their initial offensive today was not very success- 
ful. but alJ the same—* 

“Possibly,” Bessonov observed. 
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The Germans, after a whole day of successful 
attacking, of steadily mounting pressure—their 
haste was obvious—had not. of course, ceased 
their onslaught on this sector because of nightfall, 
nor because the hungry tank crews needed a break 
for coffec and biscuits, nor because of the slight 
head cold that the commander of the break- 
through group General Hoth had caught while 
watching operations from his observation post 
{Bessonov smiled grimly at the mere [hought), 
but for reasons that were different, unforeseen, 
palpably significant, and quite new. Risky sup- 
position though it was, he was inclined to believe 
that the enemy, having committed their main 
reserves on the right flank of his army and haying 
achieved an advance of a few kilometres in this 
sector, had by nightfall fought themselves to a 
standstill, It was this new feature of the situation 
that would determine the time for the counter- 
attack, which was to be agreed upon with the 
Front Commander and must be launched neither 
too carly nor too Tate, but just ai that moment 
when the enemy's reserves showed clear signs of 
exhaustion and their onslaughi was beginning 
to flag. 

Bul there was much that could not be finally 
decided for some hours yet, possibly until morn- 
ing. Would the Germans resume their atlacks or 
not? Might not the second thrust, with the incon- 
sistency of haste, be aimed at the lefi flank, where 
a German panzer group had yesterday succeeded 
in crushing the outposts and, by evening, reaching 
the southern bank and driving a wedge into the 
Soviel defences? But intuitively Ressonov could 
not believe in such a change in the direction of 
the main blow. Morcover, there had been no 
information about any regrouping of the enemy's 
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forces against the left flank of bis army. Where 
was the truth in all this? Where was firm and 
reliable truth? 

“Comrade Commander. you asked for some 
lea. JJow much sugar will you take?” 

“Oh, ves.... Two spoonfuls. Thank you.” 

Major Bozhichko lifted a kettle that had becn 
boiling on the iron stove and filled a mug with 
stcaming, aromatic tea, then thought for a mo- 
ment, added three spoonfuls of sugar and placed 
the nug on the table in front of Ressonov. 

From the other half of the shelter came the 
voices of the signallers, now whirring like dragon- 
flies in the damp. stuffily heated air as they called 
up the 305th Division, Khokhlov’s tank regiment 
or the Scparaie Artillery Brigade, now scampering 
along like mice as they repeated the latest tele- 
phone messages from the divisiona and corps, 
reporting losses, wrecked tanks and fresh sup- 
plies of ammunition received. Your bright lamps 
with flames thal swayed gently on their charred 
wicks poured light on the grey-faced operations 
officcrs bowed over their maps, exposing their 
wrinkles and picking out the silvery grey hair and 
high forchcad ef Major Gladilin, also riveted to 
his map, the hunched back of the sergcant-major 
signaller in the corner, and Bozhichka’s operations 
with the kettle by the stove. 

But all this was a litile outside Bessonov’s field 
of attention, although he was aware of everything 
that went on in the shelter as he absently stirred 
the tea in his mug. 

Have they exhausted themselves and come fo a 
stop, Bexsonav was wondering as he stared in 
front of him into the brilliance of the lamp 
flames. Or have they siill got something to start 
again with? 
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To this he had no definite answer, but he knew 
that if the Germans had not used all their 
resetyes, and tomorrow, or rather this morning. 
launched a fresh attack against the right wing 
of his army, here on the bridgehead. in Deyev's 
sector, he would be compelled—otherwise the 
defence would nel hold—to throw im his last 
resources, the brigades of the tank and mechanised 
corps Which had been attached to his army from 
the GHQ reserve, and which had now arrived 
and were concentrated within ten or [ifteen 
Kilometres of the front line. This would mean 
frittcring awav the mohile forces earmarked for 
the counter-blow. It would mean fhat his blow 
would he struck not with a clenched fist but with 
loose fingers, and that had never brought success 
although it had been tried often enough. Within 
his own memory as a corps commander this very 
thing had happened the previous autumn at 
Moscow when, under the pressure of Guderian’s 
tanks, the whole Reserve Front had been pulled 
to pieces to stop the gaps on all sectors: but even 
so the onslaught had not been checked. 

Bessonoy dropped the hot spoon mto the mug 
of strong tea and asked, “Will we ever be able 
to speak to Front Headquarters? Where's the 
Chief of Signals?” 

“Comrade Gommander, tt would appear that in 
all probability.” Major Gladilin replied, care- 
fully defining the degree of accuracy of his state- 
ment, “that when the tank corps was moving up 
to the front in darkness they knocked down the 
telephone wires, They should be repaired at any 
minute now. The Chief of Signals went out to 
sce about it long ago.” 

“IT am not a bit interested in the cause of the 
damage. | want communication!” 
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Bessonoy tested the heat of the mug with his 
hand, took a few sips (the strong brew had a 
distinct Navour of metal and, probably, of gun- 
powder as well}, put the mug aside and wiped the 
beads of perspiration that had immediately 
broken out on his temples and neck. All his energy 
had been sapped by the last twenty-four hours, 
the endless reports from Army H.Q., the messages 
from the corps, his efforts to widen the narrow 
corridor that the 305th Division had driven through 
to Cherepanoy'’s encircled regiment; and all the 
time he had heen constantly aware of the burning 
pain in his leg. It seemed to havc grown heavier 
and was visibly and awkwardly swollen. While 
he was trying to forget this physical discomfort 
and the alarming signals it transmitted to his 
brain, he remembered the onc thing that had 
helped him months ago in huspital—chain smok- 
ing. Aftcr the operation he had been strictly for- 
bidden to smoke, unless he wanted to surrender 
his lex voluntarily to the surgeon's knife. He had 
been warned that with such a weak pulse in his 
right leg his loug-standing habit had become 
extremely danverous. But now at the recollection 
of the soothing and at the same time stimulating 
effect of nicotine, Bessonov glanced sideways at 
the tempting blue-and-white packet of Kazbeks 
that semeone—the Reconnaissance Chief or 
Vesnin—had left on the table. No one had thouyht 
of touching it in the presence of their non-smok- 
ing commanding cfficer. 

‘As though lost in thought. he reached out for 
the packet. opened it, took out a long firm 
cigarette with a cardboard holder and breathed 
in the dry smell of tobacen with a relish he had 
hy ne means forgotten. 

Just one... 1 couldn't do without it beforc. 
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Why not try one? Particularly as Vesnin is not 
here. Bessonav imagined how pleasantly surprised 
the Military Council Member, himself a con- 
firmed ximoker, would be to make this discovery. 
Of would come his spectacles, up would go his 
cycbrows. “Pyotr Alexandrovich, so you do smoke 
after all?” 

“Do vou smoke. Comrade Commander?” Major 
Gladilin asked with a kind of timid astonishment. 
snatching up a box of matches to offer him a 
light. Bozhichka and the operations officers and 
even the signallers fell silent for a moment to 
stare at hin. 

Noficing the general attention, Bessonov 
crushed the cardboard holder roughly between his 
fingers. He was angry with himself and irritated 
by these glances. No doubt all his likes and 
dislikes, every little weakness, were common 
Knowledge at Army H.Q. and even here, in 
Devyev’'s division. They had all warned each other 
to avoul catching the sharp edge of his tongue. 

“As I was saying, Major.... What I am ex- 
tremely interested in is when we shall have comm- 
munication with Tront Headquarters.” Ressonov 
suppressed the irritation in his voice and it im- 
mediately sounded too polite. With a grit he 
straightened his swollen tcy under the table and 
addressed not only Glarilin but the shelter in 
general, “I am also extremely interested in why 
we still have no information on whether the 
Military Council Member has arrived in the con- 
cemtration area of the tank reserves. Where is 
he? Put an inquiry through to the tank and 
mechanised corps. It’s time he was there. Why 
is he so long?” 

Majer Gladilin replied politely, “] know the 
Military Council Member did not call at Army 
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Headquarters. Tic may have decided ta stay 
with the attack echelon for a time before procecd- 
ing to the tank corps. That is quite possible.” 

“Make inquirics at Corps Headquarters, the 
305th, and Khokhloy's regiment.... And once 
again, I must get in touch with Front Headquar- 
ters! I’m waiting.” 

With open annoyance Bessonov pushed the 
cigarette hack info the packet and drummed on 
the table with his fngers. In this situation of 
vague pause he nceded direct communication with 
Front FJ.Q. as much as he necded blood in his 
veins, and he also needed to know what had 
happened to the Military Counci? Member, who 
had not reported anything for the last three hours. 
This struck him as slarming and quite inexplic- 
able, though he did not say so aloud. 

“T have just spoken to the 305th, Comrade 
Commander.” 

Major Gladiin nevertheless took the recciver 
from the telcphonist. Quiet, restrained, his colour- 
less face crumpled from lack of sleep, he moved 
with soundless, carcful diligence. He was an 
efficient person, accustomed to working with 
maps, accustomed to the pedantic detail of staff 
work, The voice of the wircless operator calling 
Front FI.Q. broke into Gladilin’s questions and 
answers and repeated questions, but what Bes- 
sonoy wanted to lear most at the moment was 2 
report that Vesnin had reached the tank corps, 
or, at least, the lines of the 305th Division. Then 
he would be able to dismiss the anxiety he felt 
on his behalf. 

The sergeant-major signaller calling Front H.Q. 
crouched evcn lower over his set. Long contact 
with his high-ranking chiefs had taught him 
diseretion and the art of remaining inconspicuous; 


475 


he scemed to melt away into the comer of the 
shelter. He was invisible, non-existent. Only 
the monotonous voice remained persistently 
alive. 

“Aerial! ‘Aerial!’ This is ‘Altitude’ calling. 
‘Tuning: one, two, three... .” 

Tressonoy Jistencd to the call signs, almost 
sympathising with the wireless operator in his 
futile efforts and surreptitiously massaging his 
Jeg under the table; the nagging pain was creep- 
ing up from ihe shin to the hip. 

“What's ‘Aerial’ doing, Sergeant-Major? Isn’t 
their station working?” 

“The air’s al} haywire, Comrade Commander. 
I'm trying to pick therm up but we can’t hear each 
other properly, The German and Rumanian 
stations keep cutting in, They seem to be talking 
their heads off. Listen.” 

A crackle of electrical discharges burst inte the 
warm, damp air of the shelter as the wireless 
operator went over to receiving. A swift trickle 
of Rumanian specch mingled with the atmos- 
pherics and disappeared as a harsh German voice 
ultercd a sharp command and seemed to dictate 
a message. The message was blurrcd by more 
atmospherics and swept away by a squeak of 
Morse signals. Apparently the German and Ruma- 
nian operators were busier than usual at this hour. 
Refore any serious preparations for an offensive 
their transmitters were normally silent and there 
was an apparent atmosphere of peace and tran- 
quillity on the atr. 

Bessanov listencd with his eyes closed wearily, 
trying to guess the reason for this spate of radio 
activity. What was all the talk about? Were they 
preparing fer the morning? Why had the Ruma- 
nian transmitters chimed in? 
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Voices, footsteps, a commotion in the neigh- 
heuring shelter where Deycv and his operations 
officers were at work, and, finally. a loud knock 
at the door roused Bessonuy from hia reverie. 

“May I come in, Comrade Commander?” 

Colonel] Deyev ducked in hatless through the 
door and his massive figure seemed to fill at least 
a third of the shelter; bis ginger brows were 
arched cheerfully. Although he hud got to know 
Deyey in these hours at the observation pust and 
had not forgotten the poignant moment of affec- 
tion he had [elt for him when the colonel had 
wanted to lead a relief force to Cherepanow's 
encircled regiment, Bessonov responded drily, 
not showing his liking for the youngest division 
commander in the corps. 

“What is it, Colonel? Some news?” 

“Comrade Commander, may I report? Devev 
began in his frurty baritonc. Where was a note of 
triumph in his voice, a spurkle m his gold-tinted 
eyes. “An hour and a half ago, Comrade Com- 
mander, the gunners of the 204th Artillery 
Regiment brought in a wounded scout from right 
under the Germans’ noses and with him, au 
informatton prisoner he had captured the pre- 
vious night. They have just brought the prisoner 
to the observation post. This was the work of 
that patrol of mine that didn’t get back!’ And 
Deyey, no longer able to restrain his satisfaction 
and admiration, showed all his white tecth in a 
beaming smile. ‘The Gcrman is pretty badly 
frost-bitten, I'm afraid. But he can still move his 
tongue and his mind still works. We've given 
him incdical treatment and called in an inter- 
preier, My boys didn't Ict us down alter all. 
Worth relying on, they are! What do you want 
us to do with him, Comrade Commander?” 
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Everyone in the sheltcr—the telcphonists, the 
operations officcrs and quict Major Gladilin 
turned towards Deyev. His baritone, his massive 
figure radiated strength and youth. His whole 
report and cven the fmal question showed. his 
satisfaction that the divisional reconnaissance had 
eventually shown up, that the German was still 
alive, and that he, the commander of the division, 
was by no means such a bad commander after 
all. 

Bessunovy suddenly remembered how Deyey 
had first introduced his division at the junction 
where they were detraining. He had displayed 
such a swagger, a buccaneering assurance, a 
boyishness, xn innocent confidence in the men 
under his command, and he himself had been 
go much the successtul, lucky young coloncl, only 
recently promoted from the position of battalion 
commander. 

This Deyey has the defensive quality of all 
young pcople—overdoing their pride in the 
uniform, he thought, and at once forgave Deyey 
his innocent weakness. Bessonov certainly had not 
expected te hear any more about the unsuccessful 
patrol of the night belore and he asked with some 
surprise. “How did the gunners bring their pri- 
soner over here? Who were they?” 

“The gunners from the southern bank, the ones 
who've been on direct fire. They rcached the 
observation post from what could well be called 
encirclement.” Deyev glanced over the lamp at 
Bessonoy with cycs gleaming triumphantly be- 
tween his jolly, straw-coloured lashes, which were 
like tiny rays of sunlight. 

“Where are these gunners?” 

“They've gone back to their battery. here are 
only four of them out there. Incidentally, Gom- 
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rade Commander, the German has confirmed 
thar—” 

“What did he confirm?” 

“That a fresh tank division was committed to 
action yesterday.” 

“Well, let’s see what kind of information pris- 
unger you ye got. it's rather late in the day. Still, 
il’y information.” 

Bessonov drew up his Ieg under the table in 
preparation for rising and, as be levered himself 
to his feet, felt stabbing needles of pain in his 
shin. For a few moments he listened te the wire- 
less operator’s repeated call-signs, “'Aertal!’... 
‘Acriall’ then, pulling over his shoulders the 
coat Bozhichko had offered him, limped to_ the 
door which Colonel Deyey had already flung 
open. 


Chapter Twenty-Five 


‘he German prisoner was sitting at the table 
of the Chief of Reconnaissance. Long fur-lined 
greatcoal with a fur collar, bandaged left hand 
resling on his knee, bloated chalky cheeks with 
bluish-grey blotches, wide-set eyes festering 
slightly at the corners. utter indilference, d1oop- 
ing head with a bald patch under thin matted hair. 
He rose ut the command of the interpreter as 
Bessonov entered the shelter, noticed the gen- 
cral’s insignia, lifted his heavy, bristling chin a 
little and forced out a few muttered phrases. 
Ressonovy listened to the translation. 

“De is glad he will be interrogated by a Rus- 
sian general. His one request is to be sent to 
hospital or to the firing sguad, He has no fear 
left after the soffermg he has endured.” 
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“Let him sit down,” Beassonoy said. “TJe is in 
no danger. The war is over fur him. He will he 
sent to a hospital. Vor prisoners of war.” 

“Major Erich Dietz, liaison officer of the staff 
of the 6th Panzer Division of the 47th Panzer 
Corps,” Licutenant-Colonel Kuryshey, the divi- 
sional Reconnaissance Chief, reported. 

Lieutenant-Coloncl Kuryshev had worried morc 
about his patrol in the past twenty-four hours 
than he had worried about anything for a long 
time. Now, still tense and restrained, he turned 
up the flame of the two paraffin Jarmps and with 
the scrupulous care of a man who knew ail the 
difficulties and dangers af his job scanned the 
notes he had becn making in an cxercise book 
on the table before Bessonov arrived. Reading 
wearily and pedantically from these notes, he 
informed the commander that Major Dietz was 
from Diisseldorf, was forty-two years old, had 
been decoratcd with the Jron Cross. 2nd Class 
for his part in the Battle of Moscow, had been a 
member of the Nazi Party since 1939, and, judg- 
ing by all these facts, was a very tough nut 
indeed. He had been captured at dawn yesterday, 
while driving back from carps to division head- 
quarters with fresh orders. 

Kuryshey’s account secmed to contain a warning 
to the commander that the prisoner was likely 
to offer false information. Bessonov, however, 
appeared fo ignore the stress the colonel had laid 
on certain facts of the prisoner’s biography and 

walked musingly up and down the room, trying 
to loosen up hus leg. 

“Did he testify that the 6th Division was com- 
mittcd fo action yesterday?” he asked the intev- 
preter, a pink-cheeked captain. 

“No, Comrade Commander. According to him 


480 


it was the 17th Panzer Division that went into 
action yesterday. From the Don Army Group's 
reserve,” 

it was very quiet. The shelter stnelled of med- 
icine, of the frost that had melted on the nap of 
the foreign greatcoat, of forcign sweat. Flames 
were leaping in the upen yrate of the stove; 
cherry-coloured sparks darted across the red-hot 
jron. The reconnaissance offeers waited in silence 
for Bessonov fo ask his questions. The young 
intyrpreter captain, shockingly conspicuous among 
the others with his bright, fresh eyes and celluloid 
white collar that had been washed in cau-de- 
Cologne and glinted in the lamplight as he turned 
his head from Bcssonov to the German, was 
llushing to the lips of his ears because Bessonov 
waited so long before asking any questions. But 
Bessonoy merely paced about the shelter with 
his stick scraping and his sheepskin draped over 
his shoulders, peering at the German from be- 
tween puffy, reddish lids. 

What kind of a German was this? A regular 
officer? So he had been fighting al Moscow? 
Started in ‘47... . 

The German maintained the attitude of com- 
plete indifference he had adopted trom the start. 
His dull gaze was fixed on the corner of the 
shelter, hts right hand in a leather glove that he 
had not bothered to remove supported his ban- 
daged left wrist, He was still trying to keep up 
the dignity of a German officer who had been 
captured, disarmed, and was quite indiffercnt to 
his own fate; but the way his dilated nostrils 
sucked in the air of the shclter told Bessonny 
beyond a shadow of doubt what the German was 
expecting. 

Ever since 1941 Bessonoy had experienced a 
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feeling of unsatisfied and secret interest whenever 
he had been called upon to interrogate prisoner 
Apart from his necd to learn the essential det 
about the movements of the cnemy lorces, he was 
always assailed by an intense desire Lo know the 
ideas, ihe mental attitudes of the olher side. What 
kind of people are you. you Germans, who have 
grabbed almost all of Europe, who are fighting 
in Africa and have gone to war against us? What 
was in the mind of this burly German major with 
a trost-hitten hand and cheeks, who had been 
snatched from his car the previous night? 

But Bessonoy restrained himself from asking 
the major what he thought about the pust fighting 
round Moscow and the present battle of Stalin- 
grad, and asked quite a dittcrent question. 

‘When did the 6th Panzer Division arrive in 
the Don Army Group at Stalingrad? Where did 
it come from?” 

The pink-cheeked captain translated promptly. 

The German answered with the same fixcd 
indifference, murmuring a few words at a lime 
and still holding his bandaged wrisk wiih his 
gloved right hand, Uhe captain happily translated 
for Bessumoy, delighted to have understood the 
prisoner’s reply so well. 

“Ten days ago our division arrived at Kotcl- 
nikove from France, We were sent by a rotind- 
aboul route, not through Pans. There was no 
stop at Berlin. At Baranuvieh everyone felt that 
your partisans were not dar away. We saw trucks 
and lucomotives lying under cmbankments. There 
was no proper lighting anywhere. The power 
stations were out of order. Bryansk was buried in 
snow. Then we wenl Lhrough Kurak and Belgorod, 
and the steppes began. Wild, endless steppes. We 
realised we were heading for Stalingrad.’ 
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“From France?” Bessonoy quesloned again. 

“The division had been replenished and re- 
armed im France after the fighting round 
Moscow... Phe endless steppe in winter seemed 
to us like dozens of Frances. Deserted sicppe and 
boundless snuw. And if was just as cold af Stulin- 
grad as it had been at Moscow.” 

Yex, dozens of Franees, Bessonoy agreed 
bitterly, measuring m his mind the huge area of 
snowhound forests and steppe thar the Wehr- 
wnacht had scized in its onslaught. And ax always, 
when confronted with ihis fact. he asked himself 
whai they must be feeling, Awe at the hugeness 
of the territory they had captured? At the idea 
that they could never hold on to so much territory 
and sooner or later would have to retreat? Why 
did this German major speak in such detail ot his 
journey to Russia? 

“Ask hitn why be finds the memory of his 
journey from France so disturbing?" Bessonoy 
asked the interpreter after Laking amoiher turn 
across (he room, 

“Argareiten!. .. Meine Zigaretten\” the German 
burst out through chattering teeth as soon as the 
captain had translated Bessonov’s question, and 
for the first time he allowed his glance to roam 
away [from the corner of the shelter. His bleary 
eyes darted over the table and he swallowed awk- 
wardly as he launched into a long, indignant 
tirade, The iterpreter did nat traustate 

“What's he saying?”’ Bessonoy asked. 

The pink cheeked capiain, purple with condu- 
siom to the very rim of his smagt white collar. 
sluugged one showder and began a_ hesitant 
translation. 

“Your soldiers took away my French cigarettes 
and lighter. ‘he worst thing was taking my ciga- 
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rettes. | am your prisnnér and you can do what 
you like with mc. Rut I beg jast this one small 
act of mercy: give me one agarette. In France 
they give even a criminal a cigarette and a glass 
of wine before exceution, OL course, France is 
France—sunshine, the south, joy... . But in Russia 
even the snow burns. | haven't had a smoke for 
twenty-four hours. I didn’t have a single cigarette 
in that hole where your soldiers kept me like a 
wrelched, trussed-up pig. I ask for just five 
minutes’ merey. Just one cigarette.” 

Mercy. Bessonoy smiled bitterly to himscli at 
this ancient chivalrous idea that the niajor bim- 
sclf had destroyed more than a year ago. So he 
expected mercy? After sunny France. . 

“Give him his cigarettes,” Bessonov said tartly, 

“He sccms to have been asking for them? Where 
are his cigarettes? Why didn’t you return them, 
Lieutenant Colonel?” 

“Tt’s the first lime he has asked, Comrade Com- 
mander. When they brought him in for treatment, 
he did nothing but swear and grind his teeth. He’s 
not just an ordinary German, Gonwade Gomman- 
der. All his belongings are in front of him.” 

As though to prove his words, the Recennais- 
sauce Chicf turned up the lamp wick and rum- 
maged vainly among the prisoncr’s belongings 
and papers that had been laid out on the tablc— 
an opened wallet with letters and photographs, 
identity disc, a small penknife on a chain, every- 
thing that the gunnets had handed over with the 
prisoncy; they had not handed over the cigarettes, 
Worn out by lack of sleep, his temples yellow and 
sunken, bags under his eyes, Kuryshev stared 
severely at the major’s identity disc, and sighed. 
His look told Bessoncv, “My lads were killed. 
Comrade Commander. But if they were still alive 
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and well, | would punish them for this negli- 
gence!” The German appeared to interpret 
Kuryshev’s severity and sigh of disapproval in 
his own fashion. A sneer showed at the corncrs 
of his bluish. frost-bitten mouth. It expressed 
both annoyance with himself and haired of the 
Russians who bad brought upon him this humilia- 
tion, who had forced him to spend a whole day 
and night in the bitter cold. to urimate in his 
trousers in that bomb crater. 

“Hurry up. Give him something,” Besaonov 
said. 

“May I, Comrade General?” the interpreter 
captain asked, and readily produced a packet of 
Pushkas from his greatcoat pocket, At first he 
was going to hold out the packet to the prisoner, 
but then he changed his mind, opened the packet 
and placed it on the table, flushed and smiling. 

Che German leaned forward, swallowed loudly, 
fumbled for a cigarette and, as he extracted one, 
asked [or something else. 

“TTe’s asking for a light. Bis lighter was also 
taken,” the pink-cheeked captain announced in 
further embarrassment and somewhat hesitantly 
took out his own lighter, which was also Gennan, 
flicked it on and offered it with a mumbled 
“Bitte sehr.” 

“My lads lew the instructions.” the Recon- 
naissance Chief said. still studying the prisoner's 
identity dise on the table. “The gunners must have 
been taking liberties, Comrade Commander.” 

Mercy! Bessonov felt a spurt of irritation. No, 
we have too much mercy. We are too kind and 
forgiving. Much too forgiving. 

“So our Russian soldiers insulted you? They 
cruelly and wickedly took away cigarettes [rom a 
kind German officer. who had come to Russia 
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from France with the very best intentions? 
Unfortunately. they dida’t know that right 1s 
mighticr than the sword,” Bessonov said sarcas- 
tically. He felt under no obliration to express 
disapproval of his men for not knowing the 
instructions. Coleone) Kuryshey was in any case 
a fittle too ready Lo tind fault in this direction. 
“You ought to thank God that you have been so 
lucky, Tlerr Major.” 

The pink-cheeked captain translated hurriedly 
while smoke streamed slowly from the mayor's 
nostrils and his big aristocratic face relaxed in a 
jung avid pull at the cigarette. But when the 
young caplain had translated Bessonov’s words, 
the German suddenly tore the cigarette trum his 
lips, crushed it out and Lbrew it luriously on the 
floor; a semi-hysterical faugh gurgled frum his 
maysive chest. 

“No, Pye not been fucky, Herr General. Your 
soldicrs, who vefused to kill me and kept me 
trassed-up like a pig in the cold while they were 
Ireeaing theruselves. are tanatics. It would have 
beon un act of kindness to kill me: but they 
wouldn't do it. And this has no connection with 
their mysterious Slav soul. Tt was merely becaus¢ 
Yo was their catch. Is that not so? You consider 
us cruel and wicked. We consider vou the fiends 
of hell! War is a game that begins in childhood. 
Man is cruel by nature, from the cradle. Have 
vou never noticed, Herr General, how excited 
children become al the sight of a Louse on fire, 
how their eves shine? Ai the sight of any disaster, 
‘The weak axsert themselves through violence. 
They feel like gods when they are destroving. . . 
This is a paradox: it is monstrous but true. The 
Germans, when ihey kill worship the Fithrer: 
the Russians also kill in the name of Stalin. No 
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one thinks he is doing wrong. On the contrary. 
rmoutrdering each other is proclaimed a virtue. 
Where is the truth, Herr General? Who holds the 
divine truth? You, a Russian general, are alsa 
commanding soldiers so that they can kill mose 
efariently! No one is right in war. There is only 
the blood-thirsty instinct of sadism. [s that not 
so?” 

“You want me te answer you, Herr Major?” 
Ressonay asked drily, balting in front of the 
German. “Then first vou must answer me. Since 
you have brought up the subject of good and evil, 
tell me what you believe to be the purpose of 
your life.” 

“) am a Nazi, Herr General...a special kind 
al Nazi, I stand for unity of the German people 
aod oppose that part of the programme which 
speaks of violence. But | am a member of sociely 
and. untortunately, like many af my countrymen, 
' belong to the masuthistic type, that is to say, 

Lobey. 1 am the horse not the rider, Herr Gen- 
eral. I live in harness,” 

“This is a very cutious correlation of ideas.” 
Bessonoy gave a slight Jaugh and leaned wearily 
on his stick. “JJorse and rider—very curious. A 
Nazi who has fought his way violently inta Russia 
is against violenec, but in obedience to arders he 
ruvages and burns another country. ‘Vhis is in- 
deed a paradox, Herr Major! But since you have 
asked me the question, Herr Major, $ will answer 
you. I am repelled by the idea of asserting one's 
personality through cruelty, but 1 am in favour 
of using violence against evil, and in this I see 
the essence of good. When people break into my 
house with weapons for killing. for burning, in 
order to enjoy the sight of fires and destruction, 
as you put it. L must kill, because to use words 
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would be a waste of breath. A mere lyrical di- 
gression, Herr Major!” 

Before the pink-checked captain could finish 
translating, the door burst open and a gust of cold 
air swept into the shelter. 

“Comrade Commander, may I come in?” 

Bozhichko entered without waiting for permis- 
sion, and by the tone of voice in which he repeat- 
ed the phrase “Comrade Commander”, by the 
pallor on his usually smiling, encrgetic face, by 
the way he glanced at the German and inme- 
diately stepped out of the shelter again. Bessonov 
{clt that something quite out of the ordinary had 
happened and his heart took a sudden flutter: 
ing plunge. 

“Carry on, Colonel, and stick to the matter in 
hand,” he said in answer to the Reconnaissance 
Chief's anxious glanec, and limped to the door. 
“No more subtle philosophising,” he added from 
the threshold. 

He left the shelter in a hush. 

Bozhichko was waiting impatiently in the com- 
munication trench, crunching invisible clods of 
earth under his heel. As he came face to face with 
his adjutant, Bessonov felt a fresh surge of anxi- 
ety. 

“Why are you silent, Bozhichke. Speak up! 
What's the matter?” 

“Vesnin.... Comrade Commander... . 

“Where? limpossible! Make yourself clear! 
Where is he?” 

“Comrade Commander... Major Titkov has 
just arrived at the O.P. He’s wounded.... He 
reports that the Military Council Member. ...” 

“What? Wounded? Killed?” 

Bozhichko bowed his head and crushed the bro- 
ken carth undcr his foot. Perspiration broke out 
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on Bessonoy’s face and he felt a sharp spasm of 
pain in his Ieg. For the first time he lest control 
and raised his voice at his adjutant. 

“J asked you whether he is wounded or killed! 
Are you dumb? Is he dead?” 

“Yes, Comrade Commander.... They ran into 
Germans on the way. Major Titkov is waiting for 
you in the signals shclicr. He wants to report to 
you in person.” 

¥Vesnin dead? They had run into Germans? 
Where? In the village? What was Bozhichko say- 
ing? How had it happened? Bessonoy fought off 
this unforeseen disaster, still doubting that it could 
actually have happencd and that in a few seconds 
he would sce Major Titkev, and yet already 
angry with the major for what had happencd and 
for his being here, on the spot, to provide the 
proof. 

“Come, Bozhichko,” he said. 

The lamps. the switchboards, the transmitter, 
the map on the table, the faces, all seemed to 
swirl in the thick, warm air of the shelter; every- 
onc fell silent as Bessonov entered. A stumpy 
shadow stirred near the door and with the omin- 
ous sound of a faintly uttered “Comrade General’ 
in his ears, Bessonoy sat down at the table and. 
taking out a bandkerchicf, wiped his neck and 
chin. He needed time, time to stop himself from 
pouring out his suffocating anger at this grey, 
lifelcssly flat voice that was to tell him of Vesnin’s 
death. He wiped the sweat off his face and aftcr 
a long, sustained silence, asked. “Where did you 
tun ino the Germans, Major Titkov?” 

“On the northwestern outskirts of the village, 
Comrade Commander. The escort car was leading 
the way....” 

Tt cost him an cffort to turn his head and glanec 
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in the dircetion of this solitary, self-justilying 
voice whose colour had now changed to a murky 
brown. Suddenly he wanted to sce the whole of 
‘Vitkuw—his face, his eyes—to penetrate through 
these mutterings to the truth of what had hap- 
pened, to picture those last manutes of whieh 
Titkov had been both participant and eyewitness. 

Major ‘Litkoy, hovering like a shadow te the 
right of the shelter door, was unrecognisable. Mis 
round-shaped head was swathed in bandages to 
ihe bridge of his nose, the sheepskin that had unce 
so firmly cneased his stocky, irom-muscled figure 
was in rags, its hem torn to shreds. the left sleeve 
scarred by a bullet that had ripped out the 
woollen Hining: his bloadshot eyes stared desper- 
ately from under the grey cap of bandages; and 
again he spoke in that utterly despairing voice, 

“They sent out a German patreal to the cars. 
Comrade Military Council Member refused to 
withdraw to the houses. They were about two 
hundred metres away, over open ground.... He 
ordered to us ta engage the enemy... .” 

“Tlow was he killed?” Bessonoy interrupted. 
“How was Vesnin killed?” 

“Wre returned their fire [or about ten minutes, 
Then f looked round and saw Comrade Military 
Council Member lying on his back by the car. The 
still had his pistol in his hand and it was pressed 
to his chest and there was blood pouring fram his 
throat...” 

“What then?” Bessonov insisted against his 
will, as though there was still something he want- 
ed to know, something essential that evaded his 
understanding. He was being tald that Vesnin had 
been killed, but he could not sce his death, could 
not imagine him dead. it was tog unexpected. 
‘There was still too much that had yet te be sorted 
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out in the relalions between them—the twa people 
in the army equally responsible for everything— 
in that brief relationship which. because of Besso- 
nov’s suspicious dislike of having a second authur- 
ity at his elbow, had nut developed as Vesnin had 
wanted it to develop and as it should have devel- 
oped. Perhaps Vesnin’s gentleness, his wrwilling- 
ness to quarrel, his mild, almost casual advice. 
his unwillingness to display his equal status 
with that of the army commander, perhaps all 
these things had formed the step which Vesnin. 
knowing frotn experience that he must not offend 
Jeessonoy'’s vanily, had quietly built up under the 
commander's feet in order to establish his pasition 
in the pew army he had just taken over, among 
people whem he had not yet got te know in ac- 
tion? Was that how it had been? Even if it had 
not been quite like that. it was he, Bessonov. and 
nol Vesnin, who bad stifled all that might bave 
grown up between them; and for that he would 
never forgive himself. 

Major ‘Titkov’s cracked voice reached him from 
far away, from the bright glare of the lamps. trom 
the warm, sleamy air. 

“Colonel Osin and U took it in turns to carry 
him on our backs. Golonel Osin was wounded in 
the shoulder when we reached the villuge. ‘The 
bone was smashed by an explosive bullet. As soon 
as we gol to our tanks, we were picked up by an 
ammunition truck and driven to the 505th’s medi- 
cal battalion. I’ve got the Military Gouneil Mem- 
ber’s medals and papers with me here. Colonel 
Osin has been put inlo sick quarters. He said all 
the papers were to be passed on to you. What shall 
I do my. Gomrade General? Where am I to 
re” . 

Major Titkey, whose voice shook wilh his own 
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helplessness at cvery word. should probably not 
haye shown Vesnin's medals and papers. The 
small bload-stained bundle that he placed on the 
table was a piece of inexorable reality, a blow 
between the cyes, cruelly confirming the truth of 
Vesnin’s death. 

Involuntarily Bessonoy shaded his face with 
onc hand from the glare of the lamp and the 
glances of those around him, and with the other 
reached out for Vesnin’s personal identity card. 
The pages were stuck together and soggy with 
blood and for some lime he was unable to open 
it, 

Ile did open it eventually and the first thing he 
saw was a small snapshot hidden between its 
pages. he snapshot was also covercd with brown 
stains but it was still recognisable. It was of Ves- 
nin, probably with his daughter. He was wearing 
a white shirt and white flannels. Youthful, smil- 
ing at somenne not in the picture with his mobile 
boyish smile that even wrinkled hig nose, he was 
sitting at the oars of a rewing-boat in a sunny 
creck, with a white sanatorium building among 
cvprus trees in the background. In the stern of the 
boat sat a dark. smburnt slip of a girl, about seven 
ears old, with her sunbleached hair falling on to 
her cheeks from under her panaina, and childishlyv 
frail collar-hones showing from under the neck 
of her sun frock. She was leaning over the side of 
the boat, letting her thin hand trail in the water. 
as the person taking the photograph must have 
asked, In the shade of the panama her cyes were 
turned warily in the same direction as Vesnin’s 
smile. Her lips were pouting slightly, She did not 
want to smile, she would not smile, at the 
stranger who was pholographing them and who 
was 80 insistently tcling her to do so. 
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In the corner of the picture was written in 
white letlers: “Sochi, 1935.” 

Why did he carry this photograph about with 
him? Was this little girl his daughter? Is there a 
picture of his wife among these papers? But what 
would it add or explain? No, Bessonov told him- 
self, | can’t search for these personal details of bis 
life now that he is dead! Why do we always want 
to know amore aboul a person when he is dead 
than while be is alive? 

“Comrade Commander. . .. 

Ile removed his hand from his forehead. The 
buzzer of the 11.Q. set in the shelter purred 
deeply. The telephonist picked up the receiver and 
looked at Bessonow with a timid inyitation in his 
eyes. 

“Ttés for vou, Comrade Commander. From 
Front Headquarters.” 

“Oh, yes. Just a moment. Yes. I’m coming....” 

Tle slid his arm over the table, blindly groping 
for the stick which he had propped against the 
cdge. Watched by all present, he stood up in the 
clinging. oppressive stillness of the shelter: his 
stick scraped on the floor as he walked to the set. 
The receiver was still warm from the telephonist's 
hand; it was alive, but the sounds that vibrated 
there were of outer space, of a vast emptiness. 
Desperately longing to destroy this oppressive 
hush in beth the shelter and in the receiver, Bes- 
sonov said into the telephone, “Ycs? This is Five 
speaking.” 

“Just a minute, Comrade Vive. T am putting 
you through to Comrade One,” and at once an- 
other voice, full of vitality and health, the voice 
of a man fully occupied with urgent affairs, ex- 
claimed excitedly: 

“Pyolr Alexandrovich, hullo to you! Well, have 
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vou got your bast sandals ready? Have vou 
grown vour beard? Have vou belted your 
sino0ck? 

It was the Front Commander. Bessuonov recog- 
nised the suff Ukrainian accent, the solt “g”, the 
lilting imltenation of the south, but they had 
never been on familiar lerms, and this joking. 
unolheial greeting aver ihe phone slightly em- 
barrasyed him. Jt seemed to deprive him of so- 
mething, of a certain mdependence that he could 
have maintained at least to slari with, The Front 
Commander's jokingly familiar introduction 
rather suggested thal Ressonov'’s army was to be 
regarded as “under threal of encirelement”. 

Bui Bessonoy, who al that moment was not in 
the Jeast prepared to joke and could not adapt 
his superior’s familiar form ot address, replied, 
“TL still travel wilh a razor, Comrade One. And 
(he logisucs department did not supply me with 
bast sandals ar a smack. J was able to report to 
you on our pesition two hours age, Comrade 
One” 

“T kuow your report, [ve studied it and I ap- 
prove,” the Front Commander said wilh an ex- 
plosive luugh, refusing fo aecepi Bessonov’s curt, 
official tone. “Now this is what 1 wanted to tell 
you, Pyotr Alexandrovich. I think you'll be able 
to bivathe easier from now on. Your neighbours 
in the northwestern secior have sent fou tank 
corps milo the break-through area and thev are 
advancing successfully with the object of de- 
stroying operational reserves. ‘They are outflank- 
ing and siriking at the rear of Army Group Don. 
That's the situation at the moment. I approve of 
your plans. Lf yau’re in a tough spot. now is the 
time te get out of it. You can start as soon as 
we've made our final check-up. We'll send you 
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the order right away. And T can deeply grateful 
to you aud Vitali lsayevich for holding uut as 
you have dene! And by the way, there’s some 
more good news for you. We had a call from 
Moscow Jas night. He wanted to know how 
your army Was getling on, He was pleased and 
told us to hurry.” 

So no one at Front H.Q. knew what had hap- 
pened. There, Vesnin was still alive and needed. 
After their first unsuccesstul attempt, the South- 
West and Voronezh Fronts had at last broken 
through Lhe Germans’ defences and sent’ their 
ammour into the breach. 43HQ had been inquir- 
ing, were salislicd and wanted them hurry, 
He had known all along thal bis army would be 
a focus of attention. . .. 

Bessonov held the receiver in his moist, sticky 
fingers and imagined that he could still smell 
the metallic, salty odour of bleod from that 
sticky brown bundle of meduls and papers in 
the handkerchicf, from Lhe holiday snapshot with 
the pouting lips of that thin little girl, Vesnin’s 
daughter, and from his own fingers that were 
clutching the receiver with while knuckles. 

“Why are you silent, Pyotr Alexandrovich? 
What's the matter? Tell me if you have any 
objections. I'l] listen to them. What is it? Do you 
want something? Yatsenko has been squeczing 
me alrcady. He's a grasping tellow, that Yat- 
senko af yours!” 

“May | inlerrupl, Comrade One?” Bessonav 
felt his throat go'dry, “T have no right not to 
report this... "Phree hours age Military Council 
Member Vitali Isayevich Vesnin wits killed on the 
way to the tank corps.’ 

What?! How could he have been? What's this 
you're telling me?” The Front Commander's voice 
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rose tu a shout at the other end of the linc. then 
dyopped suddenly to a whisper. “Tlow did if 
happen? What are you reporting?” 

Bessonoy repeated, “I am reporting, Comrade 
One, that Vitali Isayevich Vesnin was killed in the 
village on the way to the tank corps. We have just 
been mfortued.” 

“Vesnin? Killed? So you couldn't look after 
your Military Council Member! Didn't you realise 
he would head sirsight for any danger-spot?... 
Didn't vou knew that? You ought to have kept 
hin in check! What a fine man you've lost! Well. 
that's something I never expected! What kind 
of bodyguard have you gut there? What were 
they domg?” 

“No reproaches, please, Comrade One. They 
won'l help cither ot us now, untortunately.” Bes- 
sonoy paused. ““Allow me tu repert some addi- 
tions to my previous inessage.” 

“What other news have you gol?... But haw 
could this have happened, Pyotr Alexandrovich? 
Really, this is a terrible blow!” 

“May I go on, Comrade One? Please, listen to 
me. 

“Yes, carry on. Go ahead. I'm listening.” 

Bessonov had switched the conversation ab- 
mplly away from Vesnin because he simply 
hadn't the heart to repeat the details of his death. 
He went on with his report, not consilering il 
necessary to dwell on the [act that by the end of 
the day, with Deyev's division carved up by the 
German tanks, he had been prepared for all- 
round defence in this sector and, even though he 
had feared this most of all {as had Vesnin. who 
unlike him had not concealed his misgivings), he 
had refused to risk frittcring away the tank and 
mechanised corps that he was saving for the 
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counter-blow. He merely stated that now the time 
had come for the mobile furces to go mto action. 
Yesterday Hoth had used up his reserves—this 
had been confirmed by a captured Gennan ma- 
jor, a liaison officer—and so the counter-blow 
oust he struck this morning, before the enemy 
renewed his activity on the northern bank. They 
must seize their chance and throw in the tank 
and mechanised corps without the usual arlillery 
preparation and drive the Germans off their 
bridgchcads before they had time to regroup. 

“Why no artillery preparation? What will 
vou gain by that?” the Front Gommander asked. 
“Don't. you believe in artillery?” 

“The Germans know very well by now that 
artillery preparation is a warning of an altack. 
Vhe artillery will play its part just before the 
tanks go into action.” 

“We'll discuss that,” the Front Commander 
replied. “Goud enough. I'll ask the Supreme 
Commander's representative ubout it. You'll 
receive an order.... But what about Vesnin? 
How did it happen? You’ve upsel me properly, 
Pyotr Alexandrovich, with this news of yours. 
Now youll have to take your decisions alone 
Without the Military Council Member. He hued 
great faith in you, | know, although you're— 
you're nol au easy man to get on with, Tl] tell 
you that straight, Pyotr Alexandrovich!” 

Bessonev covered his heavy, dreoping lids with 
his hand. Yes. nubody will be able to replace 
Vesnin for ine now, I shall be quite alone. ... Se 
he had taith in me? And | was afraid to reveal 
myself. I kept myself buttoned up. Yes, dear 
Vitali [sayevich, we must live and learn all our 
lives and we learn to appreciale the real thing 
very late. Forgive me, if you can, for my cold- 
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ness, my aloofness. I suffer because of it myself, 
but I can't change my oature now. 

Bessonoy did not say this to the Front Com- 
mander. This, like the memories of his son and 
wife that nagged his conscience, was something 
personal that he was not prepared to reveal or 
submit to the judgement of others. 

Bessonoy stood for a long time at the HF, set 
when he had tmished talking to the Front Com- 
mander. Ie stood drained oi all fecling amid the 
cautious voices, the ringing telephones, among 
all these people who were guictly obscrving him, 
and for a few moments he became aware of his 
own face, grey with Catiguc, aged, ua mask to 
everyouc, And at the same time he knew perlect- 
ly well what was in the minds of the restrained, 
efficient Major Gladilin, still Lending attentively 
over the map, the signallers, of Bozhichko, his 
adjutant. of the escort commander Major Titkov, 
who was waiting in agonising suspense for his 
fate to be decided. Everyone was waiting for 
that. Tle stood by the door, a black shadow over 
which his bandaged head Noatcd like a white 
balloon. Unable to stand the strain any longer, 
he reminded the general of his presence. 

“What shall 1 do now, Comrade Commander? 
Where do I go now?” 

“To hospital,” Bessonov replied harshly. “Go 
to hospital, Major ‘Vitkoy.” 


Gessonov was lying on the couch in Deyev's 
well-heated shelter in a kind of grim stupefac 
tion. Fe did not move. He just starcd up at the 
chipping logs of the ceiling. Now and then he 
heard a discreet cough from Bozhichko, the sound 
of a kettle being placed on the stove, the swish 
of & greatcoat, but he made no response. A few 
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faint sounds reached him through layers of earth 
from the neighbouring shelter, but he wanted to 
Hie still and think with the flames crackling indif- 
ferently im the stove. [le wanted to preserve at 
least an external equilibrium, the composure 
which he would necd so badly in the morning and 
which had begun to desert him since the news of 
Vesnin’s death. In an cfort to forget Major Tit- 
kov's report for a few seconds at least. Kessenoy 
tricd to think about the forthcoming counter- 
attack, about his report to the Front Commander, 
but always his thoughts returned to ¥Yesnin, te that 
uniorgivable, utterly senseless failure of commu- 
nication between them, to that dark bundle of 
medals and papers that ‘Litkoy had placed on the 
table, to that little girl's feeble pouung smile on 
the holiday snapshot which he had found tucked 
away in Vesnin’s identity card. And then he began 
to think of the time when they had only just met 
and had been driving together trom Frant to 
Army [cadquarters, overtaking the marching 
columns on the road, Alt through the journey they 
had probed each other by word und gesture, even 
by silence. And for some reason the thing that 
stuck in his mind was the scene with that drunken 
tankman fromm the oetghbouwring army, a company 
commander probably, who owed his liie to Ves- 
nin. Yes, Vesnin must have felt less embittcred 
against men who had lost the will to resist. After 
the tragedy of 1941 Bessonoy had deliberately 
scoured his heart of afl Jenience and pity towards 
human weakness. He had decided to be utterly 
ruthless. But, in any case, as he recalled the 
tankanan and his own reticence and suspiciousmess 
on first meeting Vesnin, which, as he had realised 
even then, had been an affront to Vesnin’s gentle 
intellectual nature, Bessonov was not trying to 
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decide whether he had heen right or wrong. As 
he Jay there with closed eyes he felt only a painful 
wrench inade him and heard those utterly incom 
prehensible words of Major ‘Litkov, “Ihe Military 
Council Member ordered us to engage the enemy. 
He refused to withdraw.” 

“Refused to withdraw’ —the words revolved in 
Bessonov's mind. In his position as Military Coun- 
cil Member there had been no need for Vesnin to 
fight against hopeless odds. In such circumstances 
he should have avoided risk. But Vesnin had 
decided to fight and the result had been what had 
happened three hours ago. 

“Comrade Commander, won't vou have some 
tea?” 

‘Lhe smell of tea brewing. Soft footsteps. The 
faint purring of the kettle on the stove. A spoon 
clattering on a mug. 

“Comrade Commander, you ought to get half 
an hous’s nap.... No one will disturb you here, 
Drink your tea and go to sleep. Nothing will hap- 
pen in half an how. I wont let anyone worry 
you... 
“Thank you. Just a minute.” 

Bessonoy opened his cyes but did not get up. 
Ile told himself that he must get up and take the 
mug of tea that had been prepared for lim, He 
rust drink his tea and then, his usual self again, 
walk straight into the neighbouring shelter. where 
everyone was waiting for his final instructions on 
the morning's attack, where he would find all the 
familiar things, the bright battcry lights, the maps, 
the telephones and transmitter, the voices repeat- 
ing call signs. He must do this because he knew. 
and had known for a long time, that Lhe ruth- 
less, soul-searing blows of eternity do mot put 
an end to wars or to suffering, do not release the 


50} 


living trom the obligation to live. It had been 
the same after the news of his son. He braced 
his will, slid his feet off the couch and sat up, 
then fumbled vainly for samething under the 
head cushion. 

“Yes, just a minute. Thank you, Majer.” He 
smiled bitterly at the corners of lis lips, decply 
ctched with lines of mortal weariness, “Why are 
you looking at me like that. Bozhichko?” 

Rozhichko used his cap to lift the hot kettle off 
the stuve. aimed a curling brown stream of 
strong, pungently brewed tea into a metal mug 
and Jet his dark lashes droop over his yellowish 
sorrowing eyes. 

“Nothing special, Comrade Commander. hese 
papers of Vilali Isayevich’s.... Vf hand them 
in, 

He weuld never in his lile have dared to tell 
Bessonov that among Vesnin’s papers which he 
had put away in his bag to be passed on to head- 
quarters he had found a sodden, crutnpled pim- 
phlet—the one terrible thing that Bessonov must 
not know. 


Chapter Twenty-Six 


Forty minutes after Bessonov bad ordered the 
signal for the tank and mechanised corps to 
attack, the fighting in the northern sector at the 
village reached its final turning point. 

He watched the battle that developed in the 
strects of the village and on its outskirts Frou the 
observation post. Seen from above, in darkness 
and also, perhaps, because not a single human 
being was visible. it seemed to be fought at fan- 
tastically close quarters and with unbelievable 


frenzy and persistence. Gun shots blazed all 
along the edge of the village: rocket mortars 
splashed tornadoes of fire among the houses: 
tanks that had ramined each other stood blazing 
at crossrouds; amid the fires that were springing 
up all round, pinkish iron bodies, glistening as if 
with sweat, weaved to and fro along the bank, 
fired at point-blank rangc, almost spearing each 
ather with their gun barrels, crushing houses and 
sheds under their tracks, swinging round in 
backyards, crawling away, then returning stub- 
bornly to the attack, pressing closer and closer 
against the bridgehead. ‘the Germans fought back 
and clung fercely to the northern bank. but were 

gradually foreed down to the river and in the 
fortieth minute something changed. A concen- 
trated roar of engines filled the channel of the 
river with splintcred echocs and the Germans 
beyan to make for the crossings. And suddenly 
Bessonoy looked not af the northern but at the 
southern bank, still afraid to believe, afraid that 
he might he drawing hasty conclusions. 

Om the other side of the river, to which the 
German tanks were slowly withdrawing and 
where it had sccmed everything must have been 
crushed, wrecked, churned to pulp by the bomb- 
ing, the shelling and the tank attacks, where the 
steppe seemed to be utterly desolate, scorchcd 
bare of all life, he could now see bursts of rifle 
firc, broad purple Jlashes spurting horizontally 
from several gums, and narrow, prickly tongites 
of flame from anti-tank ritles. From the place 
where yesterday's infantry trenches had been, 
three machine-guns opened fire together and their 
tracers fluttered like red butterflics across the 
steppe. What had been written of as dead and 
destroyed was stirring weakly, showing signs of 


life, and it was impossible to imagine how this 
life had survived, how it could have been main- 
tained throughont that long, deadly struggle in 
the trenches and on the artillery positions which 
the German armour had cither crushed or encir- 
cled on the previous day, 

The wind of the still dim morning slashed the 
sede af the observation post, whipping tears 
rom Bessonov’s cyes. He pulled out his hand- 
kerchief, wiped his eyes and face and bent over 
the hinocular telescope. 

He wanted te convinec himself of something 
which was hard to believe but which offered no 
toom for doubt. On the southem bank, from 
trenches that had been crushed by tanks, from gun 
positions that had been shattered by fire, remnants 
of encircled units that by any reckonine stmply 
could not have survived were joining in the battle 

“Tt’s my lads! Look over there, Comrade Gom- 
mander! They're still breathing! My marvelous 
laddies! Aren't they grand!” Devevs wholesome 
young baritone burst happily through the roar of 
the wind and the bubbub of signallers’ yoices at 
the observation post. 

This sudden burst of tenderness fram Devey 
along with his youthful beastfulness about his 
men in the forward Lrenches whom he had prob 
ably written off long ago, but who were still 
showing fight, this open display of feelings, this 
weakness. did not irmtate Bessonov. Ou the con- 
trary, on hearing Devev’s shout he swallowed 
hard without turning round and once again 
tellected that fate had rewarded him generously 
in giving him such a division commander. 

The gloom of the December morning was split 
with the purple cracks of tank gun-shots. Fchyes 
rolled in waves across the steppe, the growl of 
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engines merged inte a solid rear, German flares 
ripped the sky with confused light. ‘he German 
tanks, snapping back viciously like wild heasts 
wakened in their holes, crawled away to the 
bank singly and in ragged packs, herded on by 
the Soviet 'I-34s which, according to a report 
received five minutes ago. had already captured 
two crossings. Tlaving broken through to the 
southern bank, the T-34s struck out diagonally 
across the steppc, outtlanking a dense formation 
of tanks on the cdge of the ravine, so closely 
packed that they seemed to be rubbing sidcs. 

Tone tanks began to break away [rom this 
snarling mass of machincs halted on the edge of 
the ravine from which they had attacked the day 
before. But as they made att in various directions 
a signal flare soared high into the sky and sent 
4 green rain over the steppe. ‘The next moment 
from a hillock ncar the ravine a machine pun 
opened up fire and raspberry-red tracers curved 
skywards, streaming away into Lhe darkness. into 
the German rear. Bur there could not be any 
Sovict machine-gunners ont there, and the colour 
of the tracers showed that this was a German 
heavy machine-gun. 

“What are they up to now, Comrade Comman- 
der? Have they gone nuts? Are they blazing away 
at their own auen2” Bozhichko exclaimed, hopping 
about beside Bessonov in joytul excilement and 
langhing because the Germans were retreating 
and the Soviet advance was going well. “They're 
putting on a real show for us this time, Comrade 
General!” 

Bessonov leaned back from the telescope to 
watch the direction of the tracers. At first he had 
been no less puzzled than Bozhichko. But when he 
saw the mass of tanks begin to move aff along the 
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bank, he realised that the German machine-gun 
must be showing them the retreat route to the 
road beyond the ravine by the direction of its 
fire. 

He did not explain this to Bozhichko because 
any attempt at cxplanulion at this stage would 
have diverted him trom the main thing, Te would 
have hroken that tense spring inside him, that 
anticipation of overwhelming success. of having 
wuessed another's secret, the sheer satisfaction of 
knowing that one’s suppositions had been con- 
firmed, that the corps which had heen sent inte 
action with artillery support at the very beginning 
af the attack had by their sudden thrust swept the 
Germans olf their bridgcheads, captured the cross- 
ings, reached the southern bank and were now out- 
flanking the Germans on the other side, and the 
Germans were falling back to the south in the 
direction indicated by the machine-gun tracers. 
He had always been afraid of casy luck in war, of 
leaving things to chance. of the blind patronage 
of fate. Ile did not believe in this, any more than 
he believed in the pointless maximalism of some 
of his colleagues, im the Cannae that were 
dreamed up in the backrooms of staffs for every 
operation. Bessonov rarely gave way to um- 
restramed illusions because he knew that cvery- 
thing in war—hoth failure and success—had to be 
paid for in bload, beeanse there was no other pay- 
ment; blood was the thing that uothing could 
replace. 

[ must wail, he lold himself, [1 must wait for 
further reports from the corps. Yes, its too scan 
to send a detailed report to Front H.Q. J mustn't 
hurry! 

But when after the German onslaught of the 
day belore, which had brought the whole defence 
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lo the verge of disaster. after the German hreak- 
through to the northern hank, after the losses, the 
tension, the carving up of Deyev’s division, when 
he could now see the German infantry trucks 
being sct ablaze in the steppe and the German 
tanks relreating to the south, when on the southern 
bank that only recently had been cut off from the 
division he could see ithe flashes of guns and thc 
dagger-like spurts of flame from the anti-tank 
rifles firmg at the German tanks crawling away 
to the ravine, Bessonoy lelt a great surge of 
excitement thal brought the sweat out on his back 
and, still trying to restrain himself by Lstening 
impassively to the latest radio reports, he drove 
his stick into the ground, gripping it with fingers 
that were damp in his fur glove. 

Wait! Wait! Stil he fought to control the 
mounting desire to go straight to the shelter and 
report to the Front Commander, whom he had 
informed half an hour ago of the Iaunching of 
the countcr-attack, that the Germans were falling 
back from the river bank, that the tank and mech- 
anised corps were exploiting the success and 
had heen ordered to occupy the whole southern 
hali of the village and move on from there to cut 
the road leading southwards, 

Meanwhile fires were breaking out everywhere 
on the southern bank. Flames were leaping over 
the roofs of the village, and the streets, where a 
tank battle was being fought, were a riot of explo- 
sions. 

Bessonov waited a few more minutes, outwardly 
calm. listening to the reports from the corps, sur- 
rounded by the feverish flutter of commands, the 
general hubbub of the observation post. by loud 
voices, triumphant smiles, cven Jaughter. Here 
and ihere people were openly lighting cigarettes 
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and showmg their relief; cigaretle cases were 
snapping and matches flaring in ihe darkness of 
the french, as if the front had meved forward at 
least ten kilometres. Everyone feli that together 
with their tobacco smoke they were breathing in 
the scent of the success they had sought so long 
and at long Jast caught. When he heard and saw 
this jubilation at the observation post, Bessonov, 
still resisting it despite himself, said in a quiet, 
dry voice, "No smoking at the observation pest, 
please. 1 want everyone to carry on with his 
duties. The battle is not over yet, It’s very far 
from over.” 

No sooner had he said it than he feli the grum- 
bling irrelevance of his vemark, its unnecessary 
deflating tone. Frowning and mentally cursing his 
sober, old-mamnish restraint, he strode to the shel- 
ter past staff officers hastily concealing cigarettes 
in their cuffs. 

About ten minutes later, having reported the 
advance in detail to the Front Commander and 
having talked to his chief of staff Yatsenko, Bes- 
sonoy again emerged rom the calm, warmly 
lighted shelter inte the grey, cold, windy trench, 
and suddenly he became aware that in the past 
few minutes something had distinctly changed; 
there was a new quality in the atmosphere; 
something had shifted in the earth and sky. 

The vibrating a air had zrown lighter and this 
ner; the icy, vivlet-blue clarity of morning was 
spreading round the hill, punctuated by the raging 
bontires of the tanks blazing on the edge of the 
ravine. which seemed almost merry in the light 
of approaching day. The southern half of the 
village had moved nearer in the exposure of the 
fires that were now raging through it, and Soviet 
tanks, followed by white-painted ZIS lorries 


50% 


packed with infantry, could be seen lumbering 
along its autskirts. whipping up the snew. And 
far away from all this, strangely gentle and quict, 
a cautious gleam of Sight was gradually breaking 
through on the castern horizon, igniting the snow 
with its white Jame, and by certain cternal laws 
reminding the world of quite different human 
feclings that had Jong since: been forgotten by 
Bessonoy and all the others in the O.P. trench. 

It was morning. 

As he came out into the wind blustering over 
the top ot the hill and felt that morning —a frosty, 
clear December moxrning—had come, Bessonov 
thought of the lack of cover for his tanks in the 
open steppe, and of what the German and Sovict 
air forces night be doing, and this was probahly 
what was alye in the mind of the air army's repre- 
sentative, who had arrived at the OP. in the carly 
hours of the mornmg. a narrow-faced, sociable 
colonel in flying boots, with a huge map case, and 
with a huge perspex cigarettc-holder between his 
smiling Lips. In reply to Bessonoy’s glance that 
asked hun where the attack planes were, he 
promptly declared Lhat cyerything was in order, 
there was no ground mist, Lhank goodness, and in 
fifteen minutes the attack planes would be flying 
over the O.P. and, having given his answer. che- 
wed his cigarette holder and smiled cncourag- 
ingly. 

“So much the bettcr.’ Bessonov replied, sup- 
pressing a desire to remind him that there was 
no ground must to hinder the German air force 
either 

“Look what our chaps are doing, Comrade 
Commander. They vc come to life! Why, if that 
doesn't look like a field kitchen?” Bozhichko who 
had not left Kessonov for a moment since the 
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start of the hattle. exclaimed with a still] subdued 
cheerfulness, and pointed with his anitéen towards 
the half-ruined bridge to the left of the hill, 

“What?” Bessonov, who had been thinking 
about air cover, absent-mindedly raised his slip- 
pery frost-rimed fleld-glasses and adjusted the 
focus. 

A field kitchen had indeed just crossed the 
bridge and with smoke belching into the morning 
twilight and showering scarlet sparks on to the 
snow was bumping over the shell-holes on the 
southem bank, where in the arca between the river 
and the ravine a few gums, anti-tank vifles and 
three machine-guns that had been cut off by the 
Gennans the day before had now suddenly come 
to life. It was plarany along at a frenzied pace, 
dodyving among the mortar bursts that blossomed 
like scarlet poppies on the bluff, Some dare-devil 
sérgeant-major was making a dash for the Front 
linc. Vive or six men rose from the left-flank 
trenches and waved hopefully with their rifles, 
but the field kitchen bounced along past them, 
heading for the artillery positions to the right of 
the bridge, There it came to a sudden stop and 
its driver leapt down from his seat and with the 
Jong skirts of his officer's greatcoat flying in the 
wind ran to the gun that had just been firing. 

“ane that baltery, you know “lhe onc we visit- 

* Bozhichks exclaimed, propping his elbows 
on ae edge of the parapet. “Du you remember 
those lads, Comrade Commander? eae had a 
battery commander. . -just a kid... Lieutenant 

Drozdoy, I think it was?" 

“TL don't remember,” Bessonoy 9 murmured. 
“Drozdov?... Try again, Boghichko.” 

“The one where you were wailing or the 
patrol ta come back. Theyre the chaps who 
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brought that German in. Two of them got him 
over there. The 76-mm battery.” 

“That battery? Ah, I remember. But it wasn't 
Drozdov. ... Something like it. theugh. Drozdov- 
sky, 1 believe. Yes, that's 1! Drozdoysky....” 

Bessonoy lowered his freld-glasses abruptly at 
the thought of how this 76-mm battery had held 
out all through the battle under the command of 
that keen blue-cyed, tremendously smart young 
lieutenant, a mere hoy froin training school, who 
had been ready to die without a sccond thought, 
and who bore a gencral’s name that was famous 
in military circles. and for a moment he pictured 
what the men at that gun, on the main line of 
the German tank advance, must have endured. 
Very deliberately he wiped his face clean of the 
slnging snow crystals and with a thrill of emo- 
tion that drew the skin taut on his cheeks, said 
at last, with an elfort, “I want to go und have a 
look at those positions, Bozhichko, Now! | want 
to see what's left.... Get together the decora- 
tions, all that you have here. All that you haye 
here,” he repeated. “And tell Deyev to come on 
after me.” 

In quiet amazement Bozhichko saw Bessonov's 
small hand crushing and crumpling his handker 
chief, unable to get it away into his pocket, and 
with a nod set off at the double to fetch Colonel 
Deyey. 

Ie believed he had no right to give way to 
personal impressions, to allow himscl¥ a close-up 
view of all the minute details of battle. the blood. 
the suffering, the death and destruction of the 
men carrying out his orders in the forward area; 
he was conyinced that immediate, subjective 
impressions would have a weakening effect, 
would eat inte the soul. would give birth to pity, 
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to doubts in himself whose duty if was to be 
concerned with the course of the operation on 
quite a different scale, and who was entirely re- 
sponsible for its outcome, The suffering, courage 
and destruction of a few men in one trench, in 
one battery could become so tragically unbear- 
able as to make it humanly impossible to be firm 
in giving fresh orders, to direct the actions of the 
men who were obliged to perform his instruc- 
tions, to do his will. 

He had convinced himself of this not recently 
but ever since the desperate days of 1941, when 
in action on the Western Front he had himsel! 
been forced amid the blood, the screams, the ap- 
peals of medical orderlics, among the groans of 
the wounded, to lead men in a break-out from 
the trenches. men with whom he inwardly syin- 
pathised in their helplessness in the face of the 
German tanks that were ranging far and wide 
after the failure to stop them on the frontier, in 
the face of the Luftwaffe that flew freely over- 
head, 

But on this frosty morning of his counter- 
atlack, thirty-five kilometres southwest of Sta- 
lingrad, with suecess for the whole army in the 
offing, Bessonoy broke his own rule. 

When they had crossed the ice of the river and 
climbed the windy bank, and then from a shallow 
communication passage came to a deeper, half- 
buricd trench which Bessonov recognised as the 
infantry’s forward edge, he had to slow his pace 
because he could searcely breathe fur the pound- 
ing of his heart. 

Jere, on the southern bank, the tank attacks had 
continued ceasclessly for hours on end and tanks 
had Inmbered this way and that, tearing and 
crushing the trenches with their tracks, churning 


them cyen more than they had already been 
churned by the bombing, and to such an extent 
that the mangled muchine-guns, the scraps of 
quilted jackets, the rays of naval vests, the 
splintered rifle-butis, the fraements of gas masks 
and mess-tins, the heaps of blackened cartridge 
casex, the snow-sprinkled bedies. were not im- 
mediately visible to Bessonoy and he could not 
distinguish one from the other. All these details. 
these remuins of weapons and of recent human 
life had been ploughed into the ground. as though 
by some gigantic plouxhshare. and Jay half-hidden 
under the atinde thrown up by bombs and the 
mighty pressure of stecl tank acks. 

As he made his way ever more carefully over 
the heaped earth, stepping over the reund and 
flat, snow-covered protuberances, Bessonov tricd 
not ( touch them with kis stick because he rec- 
ognised them as the bodies and limbs of men 
who had been killed the morning before. Grad- 
ually he lost hope of finding anybody aliye, and 
began to think with bitter disappointment that it 
had only appeared to him from the observation 
post that he had detected some faint signs of life 
in the trenches, 

No, there cannot be anyone here, not a single 
living soul, he fold himself. ‘Those maching-guas 
and anti-tank rifles must haye been firing from 
the left-Nank trenches. J must go and have a 
look there. 

But at that moment a metallic clank came from 
an angle in the trench, followed by something 
like the sound of voices. With his heart pumping 
fiercely, Bessonoy stepped vound the corner and 
stopped. 

Two men in a machine-gun emplacement rose 
ta meet him like white apparitions, streaked with 
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gnow from head to foot. Their frost-bilten faces 
were framed in the glasay ice of their comfor- 
ters, from which their eyes, inflamed by the frost 
and wind and thickly ringed with frost, gazed 
out ut Bessonoy in astonishment at secing here, 
in thig death-stricken trench, a living general 
accompanied by living officers. 

Flat naval belt buckles glinted dully in the 
frost. Light machine-gun disks, gathered [rem ail 
along the position, were piled on a torn, searched 
cape that had been spread over the edge of 
the trench; an anti-tank rile had been mounted 
on uw bipod beside the machine-gun. Tesh car- 
tridge cases were scattered all over the parapet 
and the bottom of the trench. The machine-gun- 
ner and the anti-tank rifle man must have been 
firing together from this emplacement, drawing 
from each other the strength for one last effort. 
Judging by the naval buckles, they were beth 
sailors from the Far East, who had become infan- 
try two months ago, when the army was formed, 
and had kept their warm sailors’ vests and naval 
belts in memory of the past. 

‘Chey both stuad in confusion before Bessanov, 
almost indistinguishable in their thick, rigid 
greatcoa(s, then their frozen mittens rose uncer- 
tainly t» their caps. Both of them breathed a 
wordless greeting, as though they still could not 
believe that there was a general with his suite of 
officers in front of them. 

Deyey was the first to break the unwritten law 
of restraint in the presence of the commanding 
officer. He stepped into the infantrymeny ma- 
chine-eun emplacement and hugged them both, 
ane alter the other; he tried to sound firm but his 
voice broke under the strain of his emotion. 

“So you held out, boys? You came through? 
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Comrade Commander, No. 2 Gompany...,” he 
could not complete the phrase und looked at Bes- 
sonev with an expression of delight and wonder 
on his face. 

All the words Bessunov should have said at 
that moment slipped through his mind without 
forming any phrase that could have expressed 
what he felt; they alf seemed trivial, useless. 
empty, words that bore no correspondence with 
the immortal essence of things that he could see 
hefore him now,-and he was able to ask only two 
brict questions. 

“Ix there anyone else left? Are any of the 
commanders still alive?” 

“No one, Comrade General.” 

“Where are the wounded?” 

“We've sent ahout twenty over to the other 
bank. Comrade General. We are the only ones 
left, from our company.” 

“Thank you!... My personal thanks!,.. What 
are your names? 1 want to know them!’ 

tle searcely heard their names and turned ty 
Buxzhichko, who had been surveying these two 
lucky men with the envious sutislaction ot one 
who fully realised what it must mean to have sur- 
vived yesterday's batife in the outpost trenches: 
and when Bessonoy croaked out huskily, “Give me 
two Orders of the Red Banner. You, Colonel 
Deyey, must make out the award shects today,” 
Bozhichku joyfully look two boxes out of the bag 
he was carrying and handed them to Bessonov. 
Bessonuy propped his stick against the wall of the 
trench and stepped lorward to these two petrified 
figures, placed the decorations in their rigid mit- 
tens and, turning aside to hide the spasm thai 
seized his chest, limped away along the trench 
withont leaking back. The wind came sweeping 
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dawn from the north, carrying the sounds of battle 
away beyond the burning village and stinging 
tears from the corners of his eves, He qnickened 
his pace so that no one behind him should see his 
face. He did not know how to cope with emotions, 
how to weep, and now the wind was helping him, 
viving him au outlet [or his exalted tears, lor his 
ericf aud gratitude to the men who had fulfilled 
the order that he, Bessonov, had given them—to 
fight under any circumstances to the last cartridge 
They had fought and died here without losing 
hope, and many had dicd within unly a few hours 
of the counter-stroke 

Everything L can do, everything I can do. he 
kept repeating tu himsclt. But what cau I do for 
them except to say thank you? 

“The field kitchen!... Vhe gunners, Comrade 
Commander. The battery! It és that once!" Bozhi- 
chko shouted us he overtook him, and suddenly 
broke off in astonishment. trying nui to look at 
Bessonov's wet, unrccognisable face. He dropped 
behind at once and turned towards the bluff, 
where the field kitchen now stood with faint 
smoke rising from its solitary chimney, 

This feld kitehen that had appeured on the 
suuthem hank in the wake of the Soviet tanks was 
the battery’s kitchen, driven by Sergeant-Major 
Skorik. 

When the battle had reached its height on the 
captured bridgehead and German tanks had be- 
gun to make for the crossings to the right and 
left of the battery, Drezdovsky had given up his 
vain attempts io radig the artillery regiment's 
command post; it was quite clear what had hap- 
pened anyway. In half an hour Kuznetsov, withvut 
waiting fur orders, fired off the seven shells he still 
had left at the tanks that had reached the southern 
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bank, and when he had used them all, he ar- 
dered his crew to take their submachine-guns and 
station themselves in the trenches to meet the 
withdrawmg German infantry, But the German 
infantry was making its retreat im heavy tar- 
paulin-covered cross-country vehicles and lorries 
along the track far to the left and there they came 
under fre from a few guns that had survived in 
the neighbouring batteries, and two heavy ma- 
chine-guns that by some miracle were still being 
manned in the outpost trenches. 

All four gunners in the emplacement—the 
remnants of the platoon and of Ukhanov’s gun 
ercw—not fully realising what had happened on 
the other bank or why the Germans had begun 
such a hasty retreat, took up their positions in 
the trenches, brcathing on their hands and on the 
bolts of their weapons to kecp the grease from 
freezing. Kuznetsov was shivering feverishly. 
Ukhanov was flappmg his mittens acroxs his 
chest. Nechayev and Rubin were clearing the 
edge of the parapet of snow. Everything was done 
in silence because they had no strength to talk. 
Morc than an hour passed. At the moment when 
the field kitchen appearcd like some impossible 
apparition bouncing madly over the shell-holes. 
and when Sergeant-Major Skorik drove up wild- 
cyed and stopped within ten paces ol the gun and, 
swearing ai the panting, exhausted horse, jamped 
down from the driver's scat and ran towards them. 
hampered by the long skirts of his officer's great- 
coat, their minds could not grasp the actual joy 
of what had happened. Even when the sergeant: 
major bellawed at the top of his voice, “Here J 
am, lads—I’ve brought you your rations!” neither 
his arrival nor his shout seemed like reality; they 
were faint reflections of another world. so far 
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away from this that its existence could barely be 
felt. No one answered him. 

“Are there anly four of you? Only four? Where 
are all the rest?” 

The sergeant-major’s eyes roamed over the 
deserted gun positions and the charred. crippled 
German tanks. He stumped about the gun pasi- 
tion in his smart, officer’s felt boots, let out an in- 
comprehensible, mooing sound and rushed back to 
the kitchen. There he hoisted on to his back a 
thermos flask and two bags that appeared to be 
packed with loaves and rusks, came staggering 
back to the gun and dumped everything in a heap 
between the cun-trails, muttcring in complete 
confusion, “It's for the whole battery—bread. 
tusks and vodka. And there's only four of youl... 
What an J geing to do with all these rations, 
Comrade Lieutenant? Where's Drozdovsky? 
Where's the Battery Commander?" 

“At the OL. There are three men up there. 
And some wounded in the dug-out. Go and sce 
them, Sergeant-Major,” Kuznetsov replicd with 
searcely the strength to move his tongue, and sat 
down on the trail, shakig with cold, caring nuth- 
ing for the food or for the sergeant-major’s 
exclamations. 

“We ought to light a bit of a tre, Lieutenant,” 
Ukhanov said. “We'll catch our death without 
a fire. You're shivering like a leut yoursclf. We've 
got shell crates here. And now there’s plenty of 
yodka for us to swig! Looks as if our chaps have 
turned the pressure on properly this time.” 

“Vodka?” Kuznetsov replied indifferently. 
“Yes, vodka for all of us.” 

Without the sergeant-major, who had hurried 
off to the wounded men in the dug-out, Nechayev 
and Rubin broke up some shell-crates and started 
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a fire in the gun-pit. while Ukhanov cleared 
away a heap of empiy shell-cases, spread out a 
tarpaulin under the brecch and dealt with the 
thermos of vodka and the unbelicvable stock of 
provisions; he poured vodka into the only mesgs- 
tin he could find in the Wench and untied a bag 
of rusks. Then he sat down with Kuznetsuy on 
the gun trail and offered him the mess-tin. 

“Warm yourself up, Liewlenant, or we'll soon 
be turned into statues out here. Uave a drink— 
it'll do you a world of good,” 

Kurnctsov took the wess-tin in both hands. 
tried to ignore the nauseating smell and yulped 
down a few mouthfuls, hoping that the vodka 
would stop his shivering and relax the steel spring 
that was coiled tight inside him, The icy liquid 
coursed fierily through his bady and immediately 
wrapped him in a warm mist and, as he nibbled 
an iran-hard rusk, he remembered how one day, 
very long ago, during the march through that 
endless, glittering steppe, Ukhanov had treated 
Zoya to vodku, and how she had taken a few 
squcamish sips, and then laughed and said that it 
had given her a warw glow in her tummy though 
he knew it had made her feel rotten.... When 
bad all that happened? About a hundred vears 
ago, sa long ago that it was beyond human recall. 
But he remembered it as if it had happencd tno 
the past hour; her eyes shone up at him with their 
glistening brightness. and her quiet Jaughter still 
sotmded in bis cars. so plainly that it could be 
here and now and nothing else had happened. 
Had he dreamed all the rest, a whole lifetime. 
a whole hundred years? Yes, he had dreamed 
something that had never happened... Nothing. 
nothing had happened. She had gone off ta the 
medical battalion for supplies and would come 
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back to the battery in her neat white. tightly 
belted sheepskin, just as she had done when they 
were detraining. © ‘Hullo, bays, haw have you becn 
getting an without me?” 

But with the very tringe of his consciousness 
he realised that he was deceiving himself, that 
she would never come back from any medical 
battalion. that she was here, behind him, just by 
the gun. buried in the recess wm the last hours of 
darkness by himself, Ukhanov, Rubin and Ne- 
chayey; she lay there, shrouded in a cape, alone 
forever, covercd with carth, and on the low 
mound lay her medical bag, already half buried 
in snow, 

This was all that was left of her, after ther had 
performed that last act. and it had been Rubin 
who had placed the bag on the fresh grave 
mound and said with a grim knowledge ot such 
matters: “Later on we must write, “Yelagina 
Zoya, medical instructor.” When they were 
filling the grave, something strange had come 
over Nechayev. Suddenly he had thrust his spade 
into the parapet. walked away with his head 
bowed, snatched something viciously out of his 
pocket, thrown it dawn at his feet and stamped 
it info the ground with his felt boot. No one had 
asked what he was doing or why. The thing that 
crunched audibly under his boots was the small 
ladies’ watch with the gold chain that they had 
found in the captured German’s travelling bag. 

Now the three of them, so much closer to 
Kuznetsov alter the events of the night, were 
sitting round him on the gun-trails by the crackl- 
wy fire. Whey were all that remained of his pla- 
toon, The fire sent up a fceble little wisp af warm 
and sather acrid smoke. Checred by the vodka 
and warmed by the fire, they began to talk of 
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the Germans’ sudden retreat and to look round at 
the blazing village, listening to the sounds of 
batile hevond it that were stcadily moving away, 
further and further into the steppe, to the south of 
the battery. 

Taking complete control of domestic affairs, 
Ukhanovy was spreading fat on the rusks, sprinkl- 
ing them with sugar, filling the mess-tin with 
vodka from the thermos, and handing it round 
with unlimited generosity, regardless of ration- 
ing. It did net make him drunk. fc merely grew 
pale as he watched the membcrs of his crew, 
Rubin and Nechayev, beginning to recover a 
little. The vodka did not help Kuznetsov. It did 
not relax that steel spring inside him and his 
shivering did not pass off but, despite the revalt- 
ing smell, he kept swallowing mouthfuls of it 
on Ukhanov’s advice. 

“Lieutenant. it looks as if we're going to have 
a visit from the top brass!’ Ukhanov was the 
first to notice (he group approaching the battcry. 
“They're coming along the parapets.... Take a 
look, Lieutenant!” 

“Sure and they're coming this way,” Rubin 
affirmed, bectroot-faced and dizzy with drink and, 
just in case, he pushed the mess-tin of vodka 
behind one of the gun whecls with his big rough 
hand. “That's the yeneral, isn’t it? The onc with 
the atick.” 

“Yes. | see.” Kuznetsov said with unnatural 
calm, “'There’s no need to hide the vodka, Rubin.” 

Bessonev, stumbling at every step on something 
that only the dav before had been part of a full- 
strength battery. made his way along the positions, 
past the shattered, carved-up parapels, past the 
buckled, splinter-torn guns, the great banks of 
earth, the yawning craters, past the German tank 
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that had erushed Clubarikev’s gun under its 
massive weight of steel. Now he could clearly 
recall his visit to the baftery the previous morn- 
ing just before the bombing started, and his brief 
conversation with the battery commander. that 
smart, resolute lad. well enough groomed to be 
on a training exercise, who had that familiar, 
general's naine. 

So it was the battery commanded by that boy 
that had been shelling the tanks from these posi- 
tions? 

By some association of idcas he recalled his 
son, his last meeting with him in hospital, his 
wife's unforgiving reproach when he returned 
from hospital because he had not insisted on his 
gon’s scrving in his own anny, which would have 
been so much better and safer for him. And now, 
for a second he pictured his own son ag com- 
mander of a company in those infantry trenches 
where he had met the two survivors, or herc, on 
the battery’s positions, where everything had 
been mangled and disfigured beyond recognition 
by a hurricane of flying steel. The thought made 
him slow down te recover his breath, but the 
hitter tension in hig chest did not relax and he 
began to unfasten the hooks on the collar of his 
sheepskin, which seemed to be choking him 

TT get my breath back in a moment.... (Tl 
pass of as long as | don’t start thinking of my 
son ugain, he told himself firmly, leaning more 
and more heavily on his stick. 

“Atten-shun! Comrade General...” 

He halted. Four gunners in unbelicvably 
stained and blackened greatcoats were standing to 
attention in front of him, beside the last gun of 
the battery. A small fire was smouldering in the 
gun-pit and a thermos flask and two ficld packs 
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were standing on a tarpaulin spread out on the 
ground; he could smell vodka. 

The faces of all four were pitted with the grime 
that had eaten into their chapped skin; their eyes 
had an unhealthy gleam; their sleeves and caps 
were caked with soot. The one who at the sight 
of Bessonoy bad quietly called out “Atlen-shun!” 
a calm, grim-faced, rather short lieutenant, 
stepped over the gun-trail and, straightening up a 
little. raised his hand to his cap as if to make his 
report. Bessonow stared at him intently for a 
moment and realised where he had seen him be- 
fore, It was not the young battery commander he 
remembered heeause of his mame, but another 
young licutenant whom he had also noticed 
before, a platoon commander he had once met, 
the voung fellow who had been looking [or one 
of his gun commanders at the railway junction 
after the Messersehrnitts’ attack, and who in his 
contusion had not known where to search, 

He interrupted the report with a gesture as he 
recognised this sombre, grey-cyed tace with its 
cracked lips and gaunt checks, this young licuten- 
ant with most of the buttons ripped off his 
greatcoat, all stained with shel] grease, insignia 
coated with [vost instead of enamel. 

“You needn't report. | know all about it. I saw 
you at the station, I retnember the name of your 
battery commander but I have forgotten yours.” 

“Ganmnander of No. 1 Platoon, Licutesant 
Kusnetsov.” 

“So your battery wrecked these tanks?” 

“Yes. Comrade General. We were shouting at 
the tanks today hut we had only seven shells 
left.... Those tanks were hit vesterday.” 

Ilis voice was still trying to achieve the regu- 
lation impassive firmness. There wus something 
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in his tone, in his glance, in his sombre, unboyish 
seriousness, utterly devoid of any shyness in the 
presence of the general, that suggested that this 
boy, the commander of a platoon. had avercome 
something almost at the cost of his life, and now 
this thing be had overcome and understood had 
set dry and hard in bas eyes and could not over- 
flow. The lteutenant’s voice and ghimeg and the 
similar, almost identical expressions on the rough. 
blaish-red faces of the three gunners standing be- 
tween the gun-trails behind their platoon comman- 
der, made Ressonoy's throat suddenly tight and 
sore, and he wanted to ask whether the comman- 
der of the battery was alive, where he was, and 
who had brought back the scout and the German 
prisoner, hut he asked nothing—he couldn't. The 
searing wind pounced ficrcely on the firing posi- 
tions, tugged af the collar and skirt of his shcep- 
skin and squcezed tears from his influmed eyes, 
and Bessonoy, without wiping away these grateful 
and bitter, scalding tears, no longer embarrassed 
by the attention of the officers standing round him 
in subdued silence, feaned heavaly on his stick and 
turned to Bozhichke. As he presented all Sour 
with the Order of the Red Banner on behalf of 
the supreme authority which had given him the 
great and dangerous right to command and to 
decide the fates of tens of thousands of men, he 
inanaged to say with the greatest diffienlty, 
“Everything that I personally can do.... Every- 
thing.... Thank you for the tanks you knocked 
out. That was the main thing—to knock out their 
tanks. That was the main thing.” 

And putting on his glove, he walked away 
quickly along the communication trench in the di- 
rection of the bridge 

Kuznetsov stood in silence, stil) frowning, with 
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the box containing the decoration in his frost- 
bitten fingers, still astonished by the tears that he 
had seen on this connmander’s eyelids. by this quite 
new and tuexpected aspect of the general who at 
the station the day before yesterday, and yester- 
day morning, at the gun positions, had impressed 
him only by the keenness of his attention, by his 
cold grating voice. 

At that moment Scrgcant-Major Skorik and 
Licutenant Drozdovsky appeared on the blull 
above the river and, noticing at once the senior 
officers not far from the gun, ran down towards 
the battery, 

Before he reached the positions, Scrgeant-Major 
Skorik turned away from the gun for some reason 
and headed for the kitchen, but Drozdovsky tan 
on towards the officers who by now were a good 
hundred metres away along the bank. Standing in 
front of Bessonov, drawing himself up to atten- 
tion in his tightly [fastened greatcoat and pistol 
belt, slim as a lath. his neck bandaged and his face 
the colour of chalk, he threw his hand to his 
temple like a regular figld officer. No one on the 
gun positions heard what he reported, but they 
saw the general embrace him and present him 
with a box similar to these which the four at the 
gun and the two in the trench had received. 

“Fair shares for all!’ Ukhanoy langhed without 
malice, sitting down on the gun-trail, but Rubin 
swore at such length and with such masterly skill 
that Ukhanoy squinted up at him with interest. 
“That was some delivery, driver. You might have 
rea talking to your wheel-lorse! What was it all 

ore" 

“Just had to get it off my chest, Sergeant. It was 
sticking right here,” 

“Well, chaps,” Ukhanov said. “Let’s wash our 
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medals. And drink to our lads tor bashing the 
Germans! And to them getting ovuck all for their 
trouble! That's all 1 have to say. Uhat’s correct, 
isn’t if, Lieutenant? What about you! Sit down 
here with me. Rubin, give me the mess-tin! Never 
mind, Lieutenant. lt'll all come right one day, Our 
orders are toa go on living.” 

“Come right?” Kuznetsov repeated quietly, and 
his face twisted. 

“There's something wrong with our Battery 
Commander,” Nechayey observed, pinching his 
moustache and stwing in the direction of the 
bluff. “He's wandering like a blind man....” 

‘Lhe general and his officers had walked away 
to the hridge. Drozdovsky was making his way 
along the blulf towards the steps that led down the 
cliff to the shelter where the wounded were 
lying. But it was no longer the straight slender 
figure, the usual Drozdovsky, whom it must have 
cast such an effort to run ta the general and with 
all his former encrgy salute and make his report. 
Now he was slouching along with his head suuk 
on his chest, ignoring the gun as if there had heen 
no one there at all. 

“He hasn't been quite the same since Zoya's 
death,’ Ukhanov remarked. “Still we won't think 
ahout that now. The way to wash your medals, 
lads, is like this.” 

He placed the mess-tin im the middle of the 
tarpaulin, halt filled it with vodka, picked up his 
medal and, holding it hetween two fingers, as if 
it were a lump of sugar, lowered it to the bottom 
of the tin, then did the same with the others, Ru- 
hin’s, Nechayev’s and Kuznetsov’s, 

‘Vhey all drank in turn. Kuznetsov was the last 
to take the mess-tin. Meanwhile Drozdovsky 
staggered away weakly down the steps, as though 
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he were drunk, and his strangely drooping figure 
was lost to view behind the blué#, ‘he wind came 
in gusts from the river and suddenly Kuznetsov 
heard something Nap loudly behind him, like the 
cape on the edge of the recess when they had laid 
Zoya there, and the mess-tin trembled in his 
hands and the medals tinklcd at the bottom of 
il; still drinking, he turned his cyes questioningly 
towards the whitened mound where the medical 
bag lay sprinkled with snow, began to cough and 
choke, threw the mess-tin aside, rose to his fect 
and walked away from the gun aloug the cam- 
munication trench, rubbing his throat. 

“Lieutenant, what's up? Where's you off to, 
Lieutenant?’ Ukhanoy called after hin, 

“Tt’s nothing,” he answered in a whisper. “I'l 
be back in a munute. TH just take a walk round 
the battery.” 

Groups ot attack plancs swooped overhead, 
flying low over the village and sending a deep 
row across the steppe. ‘Their wings flashed pink 
in the cold fue of the dawn, then they swung’ round 
on the horizon and dived on invisible targets, split- 
ting the morning air with harsh bursts of fire. 
Ahead. beyond the reofs of the blazing village, 
the horizon was wrapped in a swirling cloud of 
black. purple-flecked smoke stretching away to 
the wesl. where a coloutless. waning moon was 
melting in the vast emptiness of the sky. 
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